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Preface

This dissertation explores the ongcir.g polemic in the Mahiibha.ata
regarding the powers that are thought to determine the course of human
?ction, starting from the desire behind the act, to the act itself and its results.
These include puru~akiira (literally "that which is done by a human being" ­
from the radical ../Jr.r = to do, and puru~a = human being) and Daiva (that
which comes "from the gods" - from deva = god which, in tum, is derived
from the radical ../div = 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 humanfreedom.

The main contribution of this dissertation to the field of Mahiibhiirata
studies lies in the light it sheds on the epic's vision of the human journey
towards the special type of freedom known as mok~a. This involves a
quantum shift in self-identity in which the human ego (ahaIpkiira), together
with its sense of agency (karq-tva) , is "sacrificed" (ortran5cended) infavor of
a larger system of identity, described in the Bhagavadgltii as "the self of the
self al! beings" (sarvabhiitiicmabbiiriitma). Puru~akiira based On ideas of 'T'
(aharn) and "mine" (marna) 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 K~J?a, the incarnation of God (avariira) 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 charaeter
and behavior, experienced in human life as the various obstacles to the
fulfillment of desire (kama). In terms of the karma theory, daiva (with a
smal! d) is the inexorable "fate" resulting from the desire-prompted
initiatives of the pasto In effeet, these notions of Daiva and puru~ara are
tied to two perspectives of human nature, the perspective of the kar.t:1asrhif•
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"chose who take their stand in action," and the perspective of the satr\'asrhu,

"those who take their stand in the truth," i.e. the truth that ultimately, the ego
and its sense of agency is a mental fiction-a case of mistaken identity.

The analysis nevertheless also rt::veals that, in spite of the pre-eminence
of Daiva. in the cycles of the Cosmos, of human society, and of individual
birth and death (s::up.siira.) , puru~akiira. 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
(k~a.rriyadba.rma.) in the proper manner, however, the king must abandon all

thought of personal gain, and forever seek the welfare of the world
(lok3.S3.1p.gra.ba.) in a spirit of detatchment (va.ira.gya.) and devotion (bbakCl) to
Kr~~a. In this manner. all human behavior, including the inhuman violence
and "sacrifice" of the battlefield, may be transformed into a new devotional
path leading to mok~.

This dissertation also makes an important contribution to clarifying the
complex relationships between these ancient Indian ideas about Daiv:J. and
puru~akiira.. 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 ../muc. This is a

defensible choice at Ï:trSt 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.l 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
omy occasionaUy, but always."2 This is even more true when we are dealing

ji
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with an Indian text so far removed from the modern western reader, not only
in rime, but by ail that separates the western and Indian tradit~ons.

Duplicating the complex of meanings conveyed by th<: 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 taus 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). AlI translation into English, including that from
FrtilCh and German secondaI)' sources, is my own. However l 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 te.xt.4 When given without
a prefix, reference numbers point to the volume (parva.tl), chapter and verse
of the Critical Edition of the Mahabhiirata, the Sanskrit te.'l:t published in
nineteen volumes by the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Instit1Jte in Poona.s

Bhagavadgïta 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 te.'l:t, the only
exceptions being the Œta: commentaries by S~ara (SBG) and Riimanuja
(RBG)respectively.

Sanskrit words are highlighted by italics. However, certain terms in
common English use S1Jch as karma, yoga, and dharma, are given without
italicization when they appear alone within, or in conjuncticn with. an
English sentence. Sanskrit words are not capitalized except when they appear
at the beginning of an English sentence or constit1Jte a proper name
(including the personified forros of Dharma, Kiila. the goddess Earth. etc.).
The terro 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

iii
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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 (avat:'ira). Of course l bear full responsibility for any
weaknesses that remain with regard to the translations and other matters.

l would be remiss if l 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 continuai
urging this endeavor would have been stillborn. Her own puru~a.kiir.l has
been tr1Jly remarkable. l would also 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. l <Un eternaliy grateful
that she was able to stay the cOUrse.

1 The corcllnry is :lIso lNe. We do not find the modem sense of freedom or "freedom of the will" conv.yed
by uy single S3!1skrit tonn in the epic,

2 "Eine jede Zeit wird einen Uberlieferten Text ouf ihre Weise verstehen mussen, denn er gehOrt in dos
Guze der Uberlie!erung. :Ln der sie ei.c. s:lchlicbes Interesse nimme und in der sie- sich selbst %u
".;erstehe.n sucbt....Nicht nur gelegentllch. sondern immer ubertrif!t der Sinn. eines Textes seinen Autoc."
H:utSaGeorg Gad:uner, Wahrhtir und MethQde:' rfT)Jnd7lloe: pioN' pti!Q:iQphj"irhçn Ht'rmtne1!f;k 3.,
erweiterte Aunoge (TubÙl6en: J.C.B. Mohr. 1972). p. 280.

3 Er:lZim V. Kohflk, "The Philosophy of Poul Ricoeur," in bis introduction to Poul Ricoeur, fu-dom .od
~, trusloted by Er:lZim V. Kohflk (Evonston: Northwestern University Press, 1966),!J. lOO<Üi.

4 J.A.B. V3!1 Buitenen (tr311S. ud ed.). The M.hllbhftrnto, 3 vols. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1973-78); und The: BbngjJvndgjt;J jn the: Mnbi'ibbjlûUi" D bilingrHJ! S::djrioo (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1981), Kesori Mohu G3!1g1lli <tr311S.),Thp M.bDhhmm of Kri sh po pwqjpopna Vym,
2nd Edition. 12 vols. (C3.lcutto: Orient:l1 Public:ltions Co., 1952"62).

5 V.S, SuJtthonk:lr,P,L, Belv:l1k:lr,P.L. Voidyo, et 3.l., (eds.). Tbe M:lbilbbilrota, [orthe First Time Critic:illy
Edited, 19 vols, plus 6 vols, of indexes (poona: Bhudorkor Orient3.l Reseorch Institute, 1933"72).
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Abstract

This dissertation explores ideas about human agency and conduct as
these are expressed in the Indian epic known as the Mahiibhiirata (the "Great
Bharata"). Two concepts in particular retain our attention: daiva. the power
that comes from the gods, and puru~a.kiira. the power that comes from human
beings (puru~as). 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 (puru~a.kiira) in accordance with the dharma, the
moral order sanctioned by religious tradition. The issue is finaily 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 aillife towards the realization of
the unity of existence as the manifestation of a Supreme Person
(paral:lapuru~a; puru~ottama) or a Supreme Self (paramiitman). Souls
(acmans) are embodied as human beings at the stage when consciousness
develops into the self-consciousness of an ego (aba1p.kiira). 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 ail notion of agency. action and control over the
fruits of the action. The epic therefore operates at two levels. In terms of the
mundane tasks and responsibilities of daily life, partieularly 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 ail 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 a whole.

v
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Résumé

Cette thèse explore les idées sur l'activité et la conduite humaine telles
qu'exprimées dans l'épopée C01Ulue sous le nom de 1lah:ibhârata (le "Gr:U1d
Bhiirata"). Deux concepts en particulier retie1Ulent notre attention: daiv:l, le
pouvoir qui découle des dieux, et puru~:lk:ir:l, le pouvoir qui découle des
êtres humains (puru~:ls). Un courant de pensée tient que la vie humaine et le
cours de l'histoire sont gouvernées exclusivement par des agents externes
("les dieux" ou la chance). Par contre, l'épopée porte le message impératif
que la vie des individus et des sociétés pourraient être changée pour le mieux
par l'initiative humaine (puru~:lk:ir:l)en accord avec le dharma, l'ordre moral
sanctio1Ulé par la tradition religieuse.

L'analyse conclut que la question ne pourrait être résolue que dans le
contexte d'idées épiques quant à la nature de l'être humain. Cependant,
l'humanité n'est qu'une étape dans l'évolution de la vie entière vers la
réalisation de l'unité de l'existence comme manifestation d'une Perso1Ule
Suprême (paramapuru~a; puru~ottama) ou d'un Soi Suprême (paramatman).
Les âmes (iicman5) sont incarnées comme des êtres humains au stade où la
c01Ulaissance développe vers la conscience d'un ego (abarp.1.::ir:l), qui se
prévaloit de la notion de l'autodétermination ou du libre arbitre. En réalité,
cependant, l'âme n'est pas libre mais prise dans Ull cycle de renaissance qui
ne pourrait être brisé que par l'abandon de toute notion d'autodétermination,
d'action et de contrôle sur les fruits de l'action. Or, l'épopée opère à deux
niveaux. En ce qui concerne des tâches et des responsabilités de la vie
quotidienne, les responsabilités du roi en particulier, on accorderait à l'être
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
entière, ce concept de soi serait essentiellement défectueux. Les actions d'un
tel être découlent des motivations inconscientes, actio1Ulées par des
intentions supérieures qui dirige;l.t le cours du cosmos tout entier.

vi
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l - Introduction

Tbe bistory of pbilosopbical and religious speculation about the
vicissitudes of buman life is cbaracterized by two principal lines of
thougbt. Tbere is the more optimistic view that men and women,
thougb dwarfed by the powers and immensities of the Cosmos,
nevertbeless bave it within themselves ta cbange themselves and the
societies in whicb they live, and ta conquer Nature. Tbe opposite,
and more pessimistic, view is that buman beings are forever the
victims of circumstances beyond their control, hostages to
implacable and irrevocable fate.

Tbese two positions, or rather attitudes ta life, are seen in the
writings of bath the West and the East. In classical Greece, Plata beld
that the buman soul, thougb lost in the sbadows of its own prejudices
and passions (ekasia) , can nevertbeless escape tbis unbappy
condition througb an epistemological ascent ta the vision of the
Good, "...the cause for al! tbings of al! that is rigbt and beautiful,...
the authentic source of truth and reason."l This offers a stark contrast
to the world of fifth century tragedy, as CI}""temnestra stands over her
murdered busband and the chorus cbants, "Alas, it is the will of
Zeus, Wbo caused and brougbt it al! ta pl'ss. Notbing is here but was
decreed in beaven."2 Cbristianity retains the escbatological hope, but
often at the implied cast of human impotence in the face of the
power and glory of GOd,3 or of utter demise without the saving
Grace of His Son, Jesus Chrîst.4

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

1
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of defilement or disease. This dependence on the whims of the gods
changes dramaticali)', however, when the priests gain control of the
gods b)' their knowledge of the ritua!. A new sense of power
emerges in the BrahmaJ).as, reinforced, in part, by a magica! tradition
which had received a stamp of approva! in the Atharvaveda. (ln
addition to the sacrifice, the powers of the cosmos may be harnessed
by means of various ascetic practices (tapas) and by use of
appropriate mantra and incantations.)

On the other hand. this new ritua! knowledge still left the human
agent at the mercy, as it were, of external forces. The secret of the
cosmic power had passed into human hands, but ocly to the leading
social group (var.(2a) , 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 cali a "person", an autonomous, self-directing center
of willing and doing. The desires (kiima) 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 contro1. Whiie one is accountable for what
one does. one can have little confidence in one's inherent abilities to
shape one's own destiny. Private actions are vain, impotent or even
illusory when set against the inexorable tide of events.

Such conditions do little 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 genera!. 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 potentialiy free to
choose one's own ends. to be calied 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
situation of the hero who faces an impasse (aporia) involving an

2
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agonizing cboice on wbicb bis entire fate depends. However. be is
never actually free to cboose between these twO possibilities - only
to recognize the tragic path be bas to take. and, in so doing, to
understand the purpose of bis life. Tbis conflict was never pusbed to
sucb extremes in c1assical India, but the human agent nevertbeless
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 causaliry 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 humaniry 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 cano in this manner, finally become the
sole center and source for bis or her own subsequent self­
development as a spiritual being.

The first movement in this direction was the appropnatlon, by
Varu.Q.a. of the role of dispenser of divine justice (e.g. Rkveda
1.24.9) Other gods subsequently assumed this function. In the
Mahiibharata (III.2l8.9-l0):

i12dro disati bhütiiD.iiip. balaJ11. ceja{! praj~ sukbaml

CU~ta{! prayacchati cacha sarviia dayiiD. suresva.ra{111

durvrctiiD.iiip. saJ11.harati vrttaschiiniiip. prayacchaCIl

"Indra assigns to all beings their strength, glory (cejas).

offspring. and happiness. When satisfied. the king of the gods
distributes all good things (daya ). He denies t1l.em to evil-doers but
grants them to the goed." Yama (V.42.5) and Dhiitar (IV.l9.l0) alse
appear in this role. These developments eventually lead to the idea
of the Divine Grace of Vi~.Q.u or Siva as a reward for the conduct of
the devotee. The conflict is never completely resolved. but as a
general role, we find that the ascetic (and generaliy more ortbodox)
traditions lean towards the goal of individual Self-mastery through
self-knowledge. while for the devotionai cults. justice is often meted

3
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out by the Supreme Divinity according to the karma of the devotee.
However, this karma doctrine progressively gained the ascendancy,
even in the bhakri cuIts, 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 Mahiibhiirata 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 nE'ed for Arjuna to secure divine weapons
by propitiating Indra and Siva or the efforts of Ambii to secure a
boon from Siva to kil! Bhi~ma (V.188.7-13). More common is the
brahmaJ#c (i.e. orthodox) perspective of the many passages
comparing the brahmins to the gods (e.g. III.197.20; XII.329.13;
XIII.l29.2; etc.). Severa! passages even describe them as "the gods
of the very- gods" - devanamapi devatiiP (e.g. XII.60A1;
XIII.35.21; XIII. 136.16-20). Furthermore, we are told that there is a
constant rivalry - sadii vigraha - between the gods and the forest
sages or r# (XIII.6.25). The gods are also occasionally assimilated to
the powers of the senses, which, of course, the yogi must control
(e.g. XII.316.16).

Hopkins was the first to recognize different strata of ideas in the
Indian epic literature by contrasting the karma theory- with one in
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. bbaga. of good upon a man. that is his bhiigya.. luck,
divinely appointed, di~ça. As divine, the cause is daiva, which later
becomes fate, and is then looked upon as a blind power, necessity.
chance. batba." 6

These terms and ideas are of particular interest since they lead
directiy to the specifie focus of the present investigation. namely. the

4



• ongoing polemic about the springs of human action in the
Mabiibharata. This often takes th!: form of a radical opposition
between daiva, i.e. what comes "from the gods" (deva) and
puru~alcâra or pauru~a, i.e. what comes "from human beings"
(puru~a), in short, human initiative.? On the one hand, human life
and the course of history are seen by many epic characters as
governed exdusively by daiva (and the other external forces noted
by Hopkins), or by svabhiiva, a term that suggests something
inberent (sv:!) in the nature (bhiiva) of a thing that makes it act as it
does. Human effort or puru~alcâra 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 Dhrtarii~~, so much so that Dumézil,
for example, takes him to be "the very image, if not the incarnation
of Destiny, Bhaga."S A.ll the king can do is to see in his thoughts the
destruction of the Kurus (V.50.58):

manye paryayadharmo'yaJp.
cilie pradhiriviisalcto Ilasya

kiilasyatyantagam.maf11
salcyarp phaIiiyitumli

•

"This, 1 think, is the law of the course of time (paryayadbarma
kiilasya) that goes on for ever: all are fi.xed 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, Dhrtara~ not
only expresses these sentiments, he is overwhelmed by them to the
point of actually becoming the chosen instrument of daiva.

And yet, paradoxically, the epic also cames a commanding
message that the lives of both individuals and societies may be
changed for the better through human initiative (puru$akiira) in
accordance with the dharma. the moral order sanctioned by religious
tradition. This is. indeed, the teaching that ~J.la is at pains to
convey to Arjuna in the Bhagavadgïta. ~J.la himself always acts for
the welfare of the worlds (lokasaI!lgraba) and he urges Arjuna to do
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the same. Action not onl)' can but must be taken in fulfillment of
one's dbarma..~juna must get up and figbt (utti$~a b1::irata)! And
he is finall)' (VI.40/BG.l8.63) urged to make up bis own mind about
wbat be sbould do (yathecchasi tatha kuru).

Sucb sanction by the Lord bimself suggests that this more
positive outlook is not the e.'i:uberance of youth or the ignorance of
the blind but is justified b)' the very conditions of existence.
However. there is little consensus on the degree to wbicb 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 buman agent flows from a truly personal decision in
the fust place. This creates a constant tension between the two
opposed poles.

The most revealing summary of tbe prevailing state of learned
opinion on !bis score is provided by Vyasa himself, the reputed
author of the text, wben he states that (XII.224.50-52):

kecitpuru$akiiraJp. tu priihu~ karmavido janüQ\
daivamicyapare viprii./;1 svabhavarp bhiitacintaküQlI

pauru$arp karma daivarp ca phalav.rttisvabhavata1}\
traya ete'prthagbhüta: navivekarp tu kecanall

evametacca naivarp ca yadbhüta1p. srjate jagatj
karmastha vi$amaJ?l brüyu~ sattvasth~ samadariina1}11

"Some authorities in. the science of action say that effects [are
due ta] human initiative (puru$akira). However, other authorities
[say they are due ta] destiny (daiva) , [while] the materialists [say]

that nature (svabhava) ris the cause]. But yet others [say that] effects
are driven by [a combination of] buman initiative, destiny and
nature; that these should not be distinguished [but regarded as] a
triad. In reality, however, the world unfolds bath in this manner and
not in !bis manner ." This clash of view is somewhat disconcerting at

first sight. Vyasa, however. immediately follows with the assurance
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that: "[It is only] those who take their stand in action (karmasrbif)

who would say that [the wodd] is a paradox (vi~ama = lit. uneven.
disparate). Those who take their stand in the truth (sarrvasrbii) look
upon [ail things] with an equal eye (samadadina)."9

This is also suggestive of a second radical opposition that occurs
throughout the epic. and indeed through ail 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 ail 0pl'0sites in a
unitary vision. Al> Sukthankar has noted, this literature 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 ail-embracing synthesis."lO What the real
truth is, in this case. is not given dïrectly in the text cited above.
However, it offers the suggestion that the differences expressed
above are perhaps not mutuaily exclusive. but point to an underlY;-Ilg
vision of human nature, action and purpose. accessible only to
"those established in the truth" (saavasrbal;z).

The task of this enquïry will. therefore, be to explore the
ambiguities of the conceptions of action. freedom and human nature
implied by these rwo positions, and to establish how those
established in the truth of things (saavasta) 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 puru$akiira. How far do these notions penetrate to the very
roors of human action irself? Does the initiative come only from the
human agent or from both within and without, the same character
appearing now as agent. source of ail action and instrument of
change (puru~akara.). and now as acted upon, engulfed in a force
from beyond that sweeps ail before it (daiva)? Or does this divine
causalïty only come into play once the human action has been
initiated. to block. counter or divert irs effecrs? In short. how does
human purpose fit into the sequence of arrangements made by the
gods? If human beings are like machines (yantra ) moved by a
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• bigber design - as suggested b)' K~f.la in VI.40IBG.18.6l - what
freedom can the)' reali)' enjo)' to shape theÎI" own destinies and those
of the societies in whicb they live? Or, finali)', is the idea of "buman
nature" itself so relative in the epic that issues of buman volition and
"freedom" must be presented in an entÎI"el)' different manner?11

Paul Shore)- <tr:ulS.), "The Republic: 517c. ln T.J,Jl.bel:.....Io.ÇollO:lJ!I.l:ça=çdlL-JoD~i3"'I.Il.QCC'yll!e::l'--l'Qil.fJ:PJ.l13LI.ll.tQ

Series L)""XI, eds. Edith H:unil,on and Hunting,on Cairns (princeton:
Univemry Press. 1973). 517c. p. 749.

Bollingen
Princeton

2 George Thompson (trans.). ..Agamemnon.... in ~rsçb>·[yr Tbe Orrsrrin TrjlQr~". tr:t.nsl.
George Thomp,on (New York: Dell Pub1ishing Company. 1974). p. 62.

3 Sel' for e."Cample, 1s:ù:Lh 40.22.

4 Sel' for example, II Corinthi= 8.9.

S Kosh:1lya \V:llli. Theoo" pt K;arrng jn lod;;," Thoygbr (V:aran3Si: Bb3l":lta M:UÙsba. 1977).
p. 2n.

6 E.W. Hopkins. "}'1:odifications of the Karma Doctrine," in The !Puma! of thr RoYB! "simiç
Society 38 (1906): 584-585.

7 The word dev:J eOmes from the sanskrit roo, o/div whieh me= "to >hine" - though also.
significantiy, "to gamble: The term puru~ is used in two senses. It of,en simply connote'
"Man" or "a man", but in the more philo,ophical s.ctions of the l'pic (•.g. in the
Bh:lgavadgitii) it is used to indicate the spiritual essence of huma n:J.ture to be rc:ùizcd
by eaeh and l'very individual man and womnn.
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pnrtia1Iy eatnlogued by Kane. Aecording tO mm. daiva is 'epre,ented as aII-powedul at
1.1.186-87: 1.84.6-9: Il. Appendix 1. no. 30, line 33: Il.43.32: Il.52.14: 1II.176.27-28:
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•
10 Sukthanbr. Oa the Mrimiag gf the MfJbID?hiIr;ml (Bombay: Tbe Asiatic Society or

Bombay, 1957), p. 109.

11 The problem faced by the <pic author is somewhat ana1ogous to the confliet faced by Kant
between "the statty heavens above and the moral law within: namely, how '0 exp1ain
the apparent pnrndox of our participation in two worlds, the world of N.ture with i",
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d('terministic system of c3usalities. and the world of l:lor;ù obligation whic.b implies
!reedom"! The presuppositions about buman nature, world, moral obligation and freedcm
are, of course, entirel)· different in the [Wo cases.
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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
Mahiibharata 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 re"iew
of scho1ar1y controversies, and how these have 1ed to a growing post-war
convergence of Western and lndian views that the epic is not a hope1ess
jumb1e of diversity but is the product of a conscious literary design
expressing its central ideas in myth. The emerging consensus concerning the
overallunity of aim and plan in the epic as a wbole permits us to take up the
study of our particu1ar theme of destiny and human effort with sorne
confidence.

1. Nature of the Tut

The Mahiibharata (or "Great [rale of the War between] the descendants
of Bharata") appears to have been composed, in metrical stanzas designed to
be recited or sung, somecime between the fourth century B.e. and the fourth
century A.D.l 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 schoo1 of priestly savants, or even by a single poetic genius, to 3) a final
stage of transmission invo1ving supp1ementary accretion and interpolation by
different hands. However, the details of this process will like1y never be
known.2 We incline to the view of van Buitenen (ecboed by Ruth Katz and
others) that, "there is organic growth in the Mahiibharata, in the sense that an
interpolation was not extraneous to the text but was attracted, even at cimes
provoked, by an incident in the 'original'."3 The result is a remarkable
compendium of ancient 10re, containing aU manner of mythic, legendary,
didactic, and folkloric material-including even an abridged version of the
Riimiiyana (the second great Indian epic) and, of course, the famous
Bbagavadgitii or "Song of the Lord."4 The editors of the version we now

la



•

•

bave in the Critical Edition (used by most scbolars, inchsding this one) bave
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 to
reacb with some semblance of confidence."5

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.6 It differs, firstly, in terms
of sheer size. The received te.'Cts 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 lliad and the Odyssey put together. It differs too in its
encyclopedic scope. In an oft-quoted verse the poem itself daims that.
"whatever is here of dharma (rules of human conduct). arrba (material
prosperity), kiima (sensual enjoyment), and mo~a (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."7

However. perhaps the most significant difference with respect to
Western epics is the continuing allegiance the poem commands to this day as
the most popular and influential of the canons of modern Hinduism. The
Mahiibharata itself claims to be one of the saq:zbitas ("collections") associated
with the four Vedas. in effect a "I1fth Veda" (1.1.19). 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 stocy literarure edifies us more gentry. after the
fashion of a helpful friend. by presenting interesting examples of what fruits
befell the actions of others in the pasto 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. "8 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. "Abarp. gururmabababo manaP si~arp. ca viddbi me - l
am the guru. 0 mighty armed one. and know that the mind is my pupil"
(XIV.51.45).
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This spirirual thrust also suggests that the method of communication is
more than exemplary or even didactic; it is therapeutic insofar as seekers are
challenged to change themselves through confrontation with the
kaleidoscopic play of name and form (niüna rüpa)-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 (mok~), is taken for granted by subsequent commentators,
including Arjunamisra (c. 1450-1500 AD.), CarurbhujamiSra (c. 1350-1550
AD.), Devabodha (?), ~J.1ak~!-ha(c. 1700 AD.), Ratnagarbha (?), Sarvajiia­
Naray~a (c. 1100-1300 A.D.) and Vidyasagara (c. 1350 AD.).9 "The
Mahabharata," says Anandavardhana, the great Sanskrit literary critic of the
ninth cenrucy A.D., "teaches man ultimately to renounce the vanity of earthly
glories and attain dharma (trUth and righteousness), vairagya (renunciation),
siinti (eternal peace), and mok~a (salvation). Vyasa himself remarks in his
epic that he has sung the glocy of the Lord and that bis epic is the Nar-J:y~a

Katha, The Stocy of the Lord', thus clearly indicating what the message of
bis epic is: for the stocy of the PiiI:lçlavas is only li..'l occasion, the purpose
being to reveal the greatness of the Lord."lo

2. I.zùtial Divergences ofModern Scholarly 0PWOIl

While this spiritual/therapeutic purpose has been the source of the
greatness and abiding fascination of the work, the e.xtraordinary 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 wbich method to
criticize the various sections. In other words, before discussing single
episodes, one should first know, whether the whole Mahiibhiirata is
conceived according to a single literary design, whether central ideas or
purposes govem it and justify the collection of multifarious elements. or
whether the poem is jUst a more or less accidental collection of both very old
and new material."l1. 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 exam;nation has shown, this understanding tends to
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depend, in tum, on one's view of the process of composition that made the
Mahübharata what it is today.

Prior to the Second World War scholarly opinion tended to polarize
between those who saw the text as a confused assemblage of heterogeneous
material originating from various sources and belonging to different
historical and philosophical strata. a.o.d 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 Mahiibhiirata problem
"reduces itself to the discovery of criteria which will enable us to analyze the
poem 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 Mahiibhiirata, which was espoused by the majority of the
Western critics of the Great Epic of India, chief among them being Lassen.
Webber (sic), Ludwig. S6rensen. 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 Pfu:1ç1avas. arguing that it was. in facto the Kauravas (i.e.
rather than the Pfu:1ç1avas) who were the embodiments of righteousness in the
original epic.

The second group of scholars,led by Joseph Dahlmann around the rorn
of the cenrory. propounded what was later dubbed (by Hopkins) as the
"Synthetic Theory" of the origin and character of the poem. "This theory
categorically repudiates as urterly fantastic the modern notion that the Great
Epic is but a haphazard compilation of disjointed and incoherent units. lt
insists on the other hand-as the name of the theory already suggests-that
the Mahiibhiirata 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 (kiivya) of the highest order. with a
pronounced unity of conception, aim, and treatment." 14 Instead of separating

the narrative from the didactic portions of the epic as the first group

artempted to do, this synthetic view saw the didactic material. including the
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BhagavadgWi, 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).15

3. TbePost-warCo1J.vergeJJ.ce

While Dahlmann 1imself had toyed with the idea of symbolism as a key
to the inner meaning of certain aspects of the plot (the polyandrous marriage
of Draupadï. for example), it was not until the post-war work of Wikander
ud D1.lmézil in the field of comparative mythology that auempts 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.16 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 1ink with history was forged."17 The poem itself is not
modelled after historical events but on u alleged eschatological myth dating
from Indo-Europeu times, ud featuring a trifunctional hierarchy of gods.18

Dumézil argues that:

In essence, the Mahiibharata is the trusposition 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 u
afterthought but as their models, ud the conceptual1inks between these
gods were transferred to the heroes in the form of ties of kinship
(brothers. wife) or of alliuce, friendship, hostility. The storyline of the
poem is itself the tratJ.Sposition of a myth related to a great world crisis:
the confrontation of the forces of Good ud the forces of Evil develops
to a paroxysm of destruction which results in a renaïssuce....

The tratJ.Sposition was a well thought out literary projeet. rigorously
followed with no deviation by skillful ud talented technical specialists.
who fully explored the possibilities inherent in the mythic material. A
team working along the same 1itJ.es ud under firm direction. is the
hypothesis that best takes account of the scope ud success of the
operation. And not omy a team: a school, sïnce, with the exception of
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out-of-context interpolations. of innumerable narrative or pbilosopbical
excursions that are easily detacbed, we recognize revisions, associated
variations, certain proliferations (sucb as the fourtb book), wbicb attest
to the successi-,'e efforts in this direction, and in support of the
transposition. 19

In bis view. the transition from mytb to history is not made until the very end
of the epic when rule passes from Arjuna-the mytbical transposition of the
warrior god Indra-to his grandsonP~t.

This emerging Western view of the Mahabbiirata as a symbolic whole is
in keeping with the traditional conception of the epic espoused by indigenous
commentators who based their own interpretations, in par:, on tbis aspect of
the matter. A typical example is the Mahiibbiirat3.-catparya-JJinJ.aya of
Madhvacarya. This eminent 13th century autho:ity proposes that the poem
may be read on at least three levels, including the symbolic. "The meaning of
the 'Bhiirata: in so far as it is a relation of the facts and events with which Sri
K~J}.a and the Pat,lQavas are connected, is called iiscikiidi (historical). That
interpretation by whicb we find lessons on vïrtue, divine love, and other ten
qualities, on sacred study and rigbteous practices. on cbaracter and training,
on Brahma and the other gods, is called manviidi (religious and moral).
Tbirdly, the interpretation by which every sentence, word, or syllable, is
shown to be the significant name, or to be the dec1aration of the glories, of
the Almighty Ruler of the Universe, is called aupa.ricara (tran5cendental)."20

This manner of reading the te.Xt has not been lost on Indian writers of
more modem rimes. A similar three-dimensional interpretation of the
Mahabbiirata was offered by Sukthankar, the fust editor of the Critical
Edition, in a well-known series r,f four lectures given in 1942. He reads the
story on the mundane level as the realistic account of a fierce fratricidal
confliet involving the epic characters. He goes on to interpret tbis war of
annihilation on the etbicallevel as the confliet of dharma and adbarma, of
the principles of good and evil, justice and injustice. At this leve1 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 adbarma. Sukthankar also sees a tbird or
tran5cendentalleve1. 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 throst of the epic by juxtaposition with
modern science: "Modem scientists are interested in breaking the Atom,
wbich we are told is a solar system in miniature. in arder ta release the
captive energy for the exploitation of Nature. The R~is of ancient India were
interested in breaking the tangled knot of personality, which is the very
cosmos in miniature, in order ta release the captive energy for the
sublimation of Nature."21

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, is a unique literary product,

wbich 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 ma.'Cimum value, in bis living, in the conditions of
incarnate e:<istence. The most liberated state of being (moksba) can be
attained ontY if one exists first. And existence has evolved on earth
tbrough the tremendous impulsion of an elan vital, surfacing in man as
bis libido (kama) whicb gives him the drive for acquiring the resources
of a secure material existence (arrba). But the drive of the libido and the
desire for economic means have to be tempered by the discipline of
normative living (dbarma) if man is to attain liberation. These are the
bierarcbically arranged goals of man outlined by prior thought and the
epic explicitly states that it is in one respect the science of these goals (1.

62). But the tremendous tbI'ust of the libido. which isolates man and sets
mm against bis bretbren and nature, had to be grasped in its fullness and
intensity 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 chis wodd. the role it plays in creating
balances. before he proceeds to explore ways of securing harmony in
less rothless ways. The germinal metaphor of the wood and the tigers
expands to colossal dimensions in the carnage of the Kurokshetra battle­
field. But solutions that can end chis 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 chis work.22
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This India..1. 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 devotionallevels. 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. "23 The .human dimension is marked by the moral
ambiguities involved in fulfillment of this task, while the devotional
imperative is the "sacrifice" by wbich the hero abandons bis ego in
acceptance of the divine plan of Kr~a (equivalent to bis "fate").24 She
explicitly acknowledges her debt to Sukthankar (going back to
Madhvacfuya) by noting: "The three levels of Arjuna's personality
correspond in part to those noted by Vishnu Sitaram Sukthankar as runn.in.g
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 Yudbi~~than by that of Arjuna who
is "never strictly a philosopher in the epic."2S

Ritual 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 weil 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 riijasüya....the author of the Mahabharata is convinced,
that the riijasüya is a dangerous ritual, that it may lead - under the
influence of demoniacal perturbations - to the e.'Ctermination of the warrior
caste."26 Al! Hiltebeitel is also attraeted by the sacrificial model.27 Starting
with the tri-functional Indo-European model of Dumézil. Hiltebeitel
concludes by proposing a somewhat different view of the relation of myth
(concerning the gods) and epic (conc~rning 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 continua1ly 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
forro, butas Ws. in this case the ws of the 'Fifth Veda' whose 'school' is
covered b}_the name of the elusive but ever-available W Vyasa."28 In this
context, he sees the "sacrifice of battle" (rar;zayajiia) as the fundamental
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symbolism sbaping the Mabiibbarata war, with Kr~l).a performing the l'ole of
sacrificialpriest.29

Recently. Hiltebeitel bas been influenced by the Frencb sttucturalist
Madeleine Biardeau. to wbom we owe perbaps the most thorougbgoing
analysis of the Mabiibbarata as a wbole.30 Hel' path-breaking examination of
the poem bas clarified a number of anomalies of form and content, casting
the epic as the product of an emerging "Hindu" devotional (bbakCl) world
view. We ourselves, are particularly indebted to ber work in wbat follows.
Like Dumézil. sbe treats the events themselves as pure mytb. without any
necessary basis in bistoric fact. 31 Wbile there may well be a germ of
bistorical ttuth in the central narrative. sbe argues that the work as a whole is
driven by what sbe calls a "mytbical necessity." This prompts her to argue
against a factual treatment of the material. "The perspective must be
reversed; when describing a sai or wine palm. the reason is .Ilot that it is part
of the environment familiar to the poet - clearly a cultivated man, a
brabmin rather than a bard. 0.11 the contrary. it may be because it is part of
bis mentallandscape by virtue of the symbolic meaning(s) attached to it.
More generally. different landscapes are portrayed • .Ilot for their actual
location on the map [sic]. but for :he positive or negative values they
carry:'32

Undel' these conditio.ns. it is .Ilot the bistorical facts. or even bow the
various materials were assembled to form the text we now have, that is
exegetically important. Rather it is the intentionality and preoccupatio.ns of
the brabrn;o composers/compilers that count and how this basic agenda has
tranSformed the original materials (whatever they may bave been) to give
them new meaning and value. Wbile these preoccupatio.ns and materials no
doubt have a bistory. 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 atempora! vision
wbich the Hi.ndu has of the universe...:'33

Biardeau reveals how the symbolic form of the Mababharata is
modelled after the cyclic eschatology of the traditional Puriil).ic accounts of
divine incarnation known as avatara. However, it is .Ilot an avatanc mytb per
se but a co.nscious attempt by a disaffected brabmin bierarchy to extend the
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possibility of salvation ta the king. This effort turns out ta be revolutionary
in its impact on subsequent events. In recognition of its primary intent she
caIls it a royal myth, "a teaching given ta kings where the ideal sovereign
appears indissolubly linked ta the avatiira 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 (k~atriyas).3SShe
explains: "For an individual brahmin there is no real problem: a simple
change from the status of householder ta that of renunciate is aIl that is
required. But what becomes of the kingdom if the king abandons the
sacrifice ta seek his personal salvation? In short. the choice between life in
the world and renunciation cannat be left free of aIl constraint. What is
needed is ta reconcile the eternity of the world-that no one wishes ta see
end-with the discovery of the possibility of a definitive personal
salvation."36

A path ta salvation for a 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
(hiIp.sii), for while the problem of the ritual kiJliog of animals had already
been solved in the legal texts known as the DharmaSiistras,37 the briihmaJJic
priesthood of the time still faced the delicate matter of the royal killing of
human beings in defense of the social arder. Somehow. a religious sanction
had ta be found for the royal exercise of daIJ.ganiti. the duties incumbent
upon the king in the administration of justice (leading ta the possibility of
salvation for the king). This was eventuaIly accomplished by extending the
notion of "sacrifice" ta 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 ta lase all- even life itself.

This notion of renunciation in. action (in contraSt ta the upani~adic

renunciation of action itself) eventually opened the door ta salvation for the
lower caste strata (vaqzas) as weil. Ultimately. human activities could be
undertaken as a form of worship by dedicating the fruits ta the !.ord.
typically in the form of the divine incarnation (avarara) who acts for the
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welfare of the world (lokasaIflgr:lha). This involved a virtual revolution in
values leading to the rise of a new religion of devotion (bha.kc.i) towards a
Supreme God (who may be conceived in personal terms). Bha.kti salvation
could henceforth be open to men and women alike, and even to those who
had been evildoers (V1.31/BG.9.32).

While Biardeau acknowledges her debt to Dumézil, she thus views the
Mahabharata, not as the transposition of a pre-vedic mythology of social
function. but as a transformation of orthodox brabmanic values of sacrifice
and renunciation into the values of this new bba.kti religious system (of
which the epic may be regarded as the "founding charter").38 This
transformation of values is 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 r:ijasüx3.
(royal consecration) and the aSvamedha (horse) sacrifices.39 "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 a new reading of
ancienl. values. where what was not sacrifice, becomes sacrifice."'lO

4. Biardeau's Structural A1lalysis of the Narrative Evet1.ts

The multi-dimensionality of the "central 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
f:tres of war is the "sacrifice" of adbarma. (the decayed social order). But the
reign of Duryodhana (incarnation of the demon Kali) is ooly the culmination
of a social malaise originating in the progressive breakdown of the
traditional functional relationship between the k$atriXa. and the brahmins. the
two pillars of epic society. Begiooing with the k$a.triya. Sfulltanu - whose
veryname evokes the renunciation of the brahmin (sand =peace) - and the
brahmin Parasara ("the destroyer"). the father of Vyasa. one can follow what
amounts to a progressive reversal of the natura! order of things over the
course of the succeeding generations.

Thal. king Sfulltanu himself marries a princess (Satyavatl"") barn from a
fish is itself suggestive of disorder (m3tsyan)li.iya 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). Bhï~ma ­
the pitiimaha or (honorary) grandfather - must also bear his share of the
responsibility. Though a k~atriya. he opts for a higher dharma reserved for
the brahmin by his renunciation of both artba (the throne) and kiima (his
marriage rights). The result is that he cannot fulfill the duties incumbent
upon his royal status. which would have involved marrying the princess
A..mbâ. and providing a legitimate heir to the throne. the responsibility for
which is delegated to his brahm;o half-brother Vyâsa:l1 This succession is
defective from the start, and his nephew king P~Qu finally abandons bis
duties to devote himself to the traditional royal vices of lovemaking and the
chase. leaving the blind Dhrtarâgra. (bis half-brother) to covet the kingdom
in his absence. There follows the extraordinary situation of the generation of
the protagonists in wbich the god Vi~.Q.u (in the form of Vyâsa. his brahmin
representative) engineers the birtb of the demons (asuras). while the god Siva
(in the form of the irascible sage Durvâsas) sets the stage for the birtb of the
gods (devas).

The circumstances leading to the crisis itself are no less irregular.
Dro.Q.a, incarnation of the priest of the gods (Brhaspati) and mundane
representative of the brâhma,Q.ic power. is found to be in the service of the
asurns. Furthermore, he no longer serves as priest but assumes the role of
commander-in-chief of the demon army (on the death of Bhï~ma). This
involves a double corruption of Dharma. Service on behalf of the asuras is
substituted for that of the devas. and the brahm;o usurps the functions of the
king. As for bis son, Asvattbaman. he embodies the collective venom of
Mahâdeva (=Siva). Antaka (death). Kama (desire) and Krodha (anger) wbich
almost succeeds in foiling the restoration of the dharma symbolized by the
resurrection of the dead P~t, the rightful heir to the P~Qava tbrone.
Kar.Q.a too is a strange mixture. being of divine descent (he is illegitimately
fathered by Siitya. the Sun. on Kuntï. the mother of the P~Qavas) but linked
to the asura Naraka. Bhï~ma (Dyaus = the Heavens) and Vidura (Dharma)
are both captives to the asura. lt is evident that the asuras have usurped the
briibmarz power to their own advantage. a situation that clearly calls for the
intervention of the avarara.
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However, since intervention b)" the av:uiira ine'\"Ïtabl)" involves
destruction on a cosmic scale (or at least on the scule of the three worlds
known as the crailokya) , the Mahabhârata 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 - yugiinta. The weapons of war are compare~ 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 onl)" terrestrial, but of the crailokya, 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
still a myth, it is not enough to say that the conflict is the image of a
yugiinta. Rather, it is the symbolic tranSformation, the re-employment
of this idea at another leve1. It is this level, where the yugas become
asuric princes and the cosmic conflagration becomes war, that defines
the epic:12

This destruction is represented as a gigantic funeral pyre in which the
old order of the world, Piil;I.c;lava and Kaurava a1ïke, must perish to give way
to a new order established with the assistance of the divine incarnation K~l).a

from the remnant represented by P~t, the perlect monarch embodying
the qualities ofArjuna and K~l).a.

5. Re1igiousSigrJificSIlce ofSymbolicStructures

The question is: what is the significance of this symbolism? In
Biardeau's view, it reveals and refiects a sweeping tranSformation of the
rituaI values attached to the traditional notion of the Vedic sacrifice. It must
be recognized that the,

victory is not only that of dharma over adharma. The order to be
restored is aIso that taught by ~I).a to Arjuna at the start of the war in
the Bhagavadgitii. Instead of imitating the brabrn; n, the ~attiya should
fulfill his royaI duties in a spirit of detachment and devotion to Kr~l).a,

tranSforming each of his violent 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 k~atriya who offers
himself as victim with the hope of substituting bis enemy for himself.43

This leads ta the idea that death in battle - the sacrifice of the self
(iitmayajiia) on the battlefield - is the appropriate sacrifice for the k~ttiya.

His bow is his sacrificial stake, bis bow string the cord for tying the victims,
his shafts are the smalliadie and bis 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 ta bis vebicle are
the four sacrificial priests (barn"). After pouring bis own life-breath (priir}.a)
and that of bis foes as libations upon the sacrificial fire of the battlefield, he
becomes freed from sin, and secures a place for himself in heaven
(svargaloka) (XII.24; also XI. Appendi.x l, no 1.33-40; XI.2.11; XI.8.1-4).
The initiation theme (dik.~ii) of the forest exile clearly emphasizes the
sacrificial character of the war and the yogic preparation necessary for this.
This. in turn, leads ta the idea that an inner conquest is required ta assure
victoryin the extemal combat ofbattle (cf. V.34.52-SS; XII.69.4-S).

In this manner. the sacrifice of battle becomes a form of total
renunciation (!figa; StllPJ1yiïsa) in wbich one puts one's own life on the line
(iitmayajiia). Arjuna (i.e. the ideal king) can neither abandon bis
responsibilities nor pursue bis own narrow self-interest. Instead. he is called
ta dedicate bis life ta the wider goals of human welfare (lokasaIllgra.b.a) ,

undistracted by family ties, and without attachment ta the results of his
actions. The sacrifice he performs becomes an act of yoga. marked by one­
pointed concentration (ekiigra; apramatca) on the task at hand. In this manner
the notion of sacrifice is internalized ta become a new ideal of human
conduct, a new path ta salvation.

Tbis epic symbolism is authenticated, in Biardeau's view. by close
purfu;tic parallels ta the cosmogonic myths of the epic, whatever chronology
of textual development is adhered ta (the PuI'ÎilJ.as were written down at a
later period than the epics). The epics and PuI'ÎilJ.as bath project the old
ritualistic and upani~adic ideals into a cosmic panorama of space and time;
what began as the mystical adventure of an individual aspirant in the
upani~ads develops into a collective spiritual march through a bierarchy of
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worlds constituted b)' the creator god Brahma. the perpetually transmigrating
cosmic person whose lifespan is the birth and death of the Universe as a
whole. As the m)'tbical personification of the sacrificial power of thl:
brahmin priest (known as the briibm~). he symbolizes the orthodox th:s­
worldl)' religion (pravrrcidbarma) with it's Veda and sacrificial system. In
contrast. the upani~adic alternative of turning awa)' from the world and its
values (nivrrcidbarma) is projected on to the divine figure of the puru~orrama

("Supreme Person"). another m)'tbical transformntion with antecedents going
back to the Prasnopani~ad and to the Puru~asükta h)'mn of Rgveda X.90.
This epic/pu~c S)'mbolism constitutes a sort of cosmic backdrop to the
human events used to dramatize what amounts to a complete transposition of
traditional brahmaJ#c religious values into a new system of bb:Ucci

devotionalism.

6. A Hierarcby ofPerspectives (DmB11.s)

The work of recent Western scholarship thus serves to confirm. in a
more methodical manner. what generations of Indian readers have intuitivel)'
understood; that despite its enormous bulk and diversit)'. the Mahabharata
does indeed constitute a single literaI')' design with unit)' of purpose and
continuit)' of meaning. However. since the work as we have it is m)'th rather
than historical fact (though possibl)' based on distorted memories of some
distant fratricidal conflict). this meaning is couched in a complex S)'mbolism.
This allows it,like an)' good m)'tb:

to function like a perlect prism through which are refracted
simultaneously all the possible wa)'s of regarding the problems
encountered in the m)'th. The first level we encounter is the narrative,
usuall)' quite a good st0t')', though often with a rather predictable
ending. Closel)' related is the divine level, which concems m)'thology as
it used to be understood by scholars of the classics: the metaphorical
srruggles of divine powers and personalities. Above this is the cosmic
level ofthe myth, the expression of universallaws and processes, of
metaphysical principles and S)'mbolic 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.44

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 f1I'5t 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 unitaxy system of great stability. a world-view to
which the most advanced modern tb;ok;og in amultiplicity offields becomes
a foot-note. Yyasa's PUr\lsha and Prakrti are not the PUr\lsha 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 e."cistence
(pur\lshartha) 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 PuraI}i.c
mythologies, conserving the former (and conserving pre-Vedic themes as
well) and embracing it within the new 'universe of bhakti' of the great gods
of epic and PuraI}i.c 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 tb;ok;ng that what it instructs is of no concern to the ignorant masses.
"Everyone is king in bis own home" (sarva.{7 sve sve grhe rajii) as far as the
epic is concemed (XII.308.147), and the epic view is c1early that we
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experience a kaleidoscope of different perspectives or dars:lJ1as according to
the meaning and insights we (as spiritual seekers) receive as we move to
successively higher vantage-points. Hiltebeite1 has observed how, through
various devices, the epic poets are able to present "countless darS:lJ1as,

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 (dars:lJ1a) 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 partner, but l
see it rising before me as an increasingly coherent monument. astonishing in
its unîty. 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" devotiona1
universe of meaning and value, forged-by mythical necessity-out of
traditional religious didactic and narrative material.

7. RelevaJlce 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 bbakci 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 e1sewhere. the poem builds upon the sedimentary layers of its Vedic,
Brahm~c and Upani~adic 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"
was a composition/compilation by a body or school of priestly savants (such
as the Bhargavas or the Paiicarlitrins) or by a single creative genius in one
lifetime. In spite of the importance of this issue in other contexts, it is
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therefore largely for stylistic reasons that we refer to an "epic author"
according to the name Kr~.lJ.a Dvaipayana Vyasa 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 facto however mytbologized), we incline to Biardeau's view that
the work as a whole is driven largely by a kind of mytbical necessity. This is
not to suggest that we can ignore or gloss over the obvious contradictions
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, willnever 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.so

Since our own agenda is a 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 contexts in which
the [wo fundamental sources of human motivation and activity are illustrated
or discussed. The ne.'Ct chapter, for example, profits largely from Biardeau's
comparative analysis of epic and puta.IJ.ic cosmogony to illustrate the
cosmological setting of Daiva (destiny; fate). This eschatological visionis 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 concerni.ng human
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initiative and destin)' that arise in these "arious situations. as aIso in th~

wisdom teachings and discourses of the didactic sections of the poem. in

homilies and parental exhortations. in the secondary tales (upiikhyiina) and.
most important of al!. in Kr~lJ.a·s famous cal! to action in the Bhagavadgitü.

1 \Vendy Doniger O'Flaherty. merlu MyrhS' .\ ~QyCÇ'rhQQktr;!"t'mcd frpm rhs· Sanskrit (llarmondswcrth:
Pengui.n. 1975). p. 17. Sbe b:lSes her estima.. on re';ew of the work. of pre,;ous authors such .,
Farquhar. Gonda. Purgiler. Pusulk.ar und Winternilz. Needless la SUl'. the dOles for the t""",inus a quo
und the terminus ad quem ure the subjeCl of eontinui.ag eontroversy. Pi4J,ini (fourth cenlUry B.C.?)
leaches the fotm:llÏon of the ward Muh~bhllrut:l in slltrll 6.2.38 of his Grummur. However. the Greek.
trllveller Meg:lSthenes. who wos in ladin abOUI 31S B.C.. mûes no mention of the epic. Weber found
thu: il W:lS k.!1ownlo Dion ChtysoSlom in the second hulf of the fllSl cenlUry A.D. (though whether in ilS
presenl fotm is uncleur). We do k.!1ow fram epigrophic evidence thal by the fifth cenlUl)' A.D. the epic
W:lS nlready recognîzed:lS a work of 100.000 =:lS composed by the greal t;i Vy~a. We thus do welJ
la hecd the wurni.ng of Whil.l1ey. thal: 'AlI dutes given in ladîun lil<rury hiSlory ure pins sel up la be
bowled down again. Every imp0rt:l.l11 worl< h:lS undergone sa muny more or less trunsformïng changes
befote reac:hing the form in which it comes to us, mat the question of origin:t.1 coJUttUction is
complicaled with thal of final redaction.' Cf. Williutn Dwighl Whil.l1ey. 'Brief Accounl of the lndion
Li,eroture: S.nskril Omm mar (Cutnbridge. ~1:lSs. Harvard University Press. 1973). p. xix.

2 For tl good discussion of this issue. see Ruth Katz. AnynD in thr MphnbhDrntp' ""bm: 1Çri1bnn J:i Ibm
;. Vjel0O' (Columbia. S.C. University of South Cnrolina Press. 1989). pp. II-IS.

3 VU.l1 Builenen. M.h!!bh3mrn !Il. p. 19. Cf. Ruth Kutz. e.rï=. p. 10 und p. 14: also see A.K. Rutnunujon.
'Repetition in the Muh~hllrut:l:~. p. 441-442. who orgues thal. in arder la euhon.. the symbolic
ïntegrity of the whole, "new incidents are added only in cert:ùn places wherc there seems to be .. nc:ed tor
them, one thinks of such ll.l1 unulogy with crystul grawth.'

4 A:< will be clear from discussion in Chapler VI. the Bhagavudgil~ serves la highlighl import:l.l11 issues
intrinsic la epic ide:lS of destiny und humll.l1 effolt. Opinion is nev.rtheless divided :lS 10 whether this key
lext is ll.l1 integrul putt of the Muh~bh5rutnor a 101er inlerpolation. The presenl author favors the view of
VU.l1 Buitenen (suppolted by muny recent scholurs. including Biardeau, Hillebeilel. KnlZ elc.) who
believe thut: "The Bhngnvudgitli W:lS conceived und crcuted in the conlen of the Muh~bhllrut:l.Il W:lS nol
ll.l1independent lext thut somehow wundered into the epic.' Cf. J.A.B. ''llI1 Builenen. Th- Bbagayndgir!
jn lht Ml!h~h!mt3(Chic:lgo: University of Chicago Press, 1981). p. S. However. for a recenl conU':llj'
view. sec Geotg von Simson. 'Die Einschaltung der Bhagavudgitli im Bhismapurvun des Muh~bhllrut:l:

Indo,lm,;.n Toyrnn! 11 (1968-69): IS9,74. Various fOtmulations of the inlerpolation theory ore
praposed by fotmer scholurs such :lS Hopkins und WinlernilZ.

S V.S. Sukthunknr. 'Ccitical Principles folJowed in the ConstilUtion of the Texl: Pralegorneon 10 Book 1of
The Mahilbb3t3ta· for rhe FinI Tjme çrjçjçprtty edjred (poona: Bhand:ark:ar Orient:l1. Rese:1t'Cb lnstitute.
1933), p. 103. See ulso pp. 76,n for re:lSOns behind rejection of trllditionul WeSlem methods of leXl
reconstrUction. und pp. 86,92 for det:lils of the crileria on which the finullext is b:lSed. Il should be nOled
thut net ull scholurs agree on the merilS of the Ccitical Edition. Thus Biardeau. folJowing Sylvain Levi.
believes thut: 'Whal appeurs la mll.l1Y people as ll.l1 unm:l.l1Ugenble overgrowth of myths in epics und
pu~asis aClUully ll.l1 invuluable source of inform:llÏon for a belter understU.l1ding of each of them: Cf.
her "The SIOty ofA<junu Klirtnviryn without ReconstrUction.' fvdniII2 (July. 1970): p. 293. The article
illustr:lles her melhod of reveuli.ng the inner meuning of the opic by meuns of a compur:llÏve unuly:;is of
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di!!erent versiOmi of [en. le. ber view: "l\IJ.Y .ki.nd of vOU'iation is possible. provided ële intended
signifie:u1e. of the whol. rec:Un.s cl....: U!lill. p299).

6 Evidence for lndo-Europe:lJl epic rcots may be round in Georges Dumézil. Myx"( ct ti'QPf'C' J'idf'ologie
dr:, {mi' fonerip":s dan1 1(' f'Po.Ff'c1 de, pcuple' jcdo·curnptroz; 3 vols. (pnris: Editions G:û.lit:l:u'd.
1968). Cf. also the works of Stig Wikander. particul...ly ·Plil;tdavas:lgan och Mah3bhliratas m)"tÏSb
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III - Daiva. a.s Time

While the merits of human initiative (puru~akiira) 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, inc1uding Duryodhana, are acroally
possessed by demons. Al! 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 Dhrt~çra. We sense the
frustration and despaïr of individuals who find themse1ves caught in
a vast web of causality over which they have no control. lt is this
pervading mood of daiva that tends to set the tone of the epic as a
whole. ~.tla himse1f refers briefly to this influence when he reminds
Arjuna in the Bhagavadgïta that the Lord (Ïsvara) "causes all beings
to move like a machine by the power of illusion (.Illayâ)."l What is
the source of these ideas? And how does the way of tbinking 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 (rrai1okya) is at
stake,2 and beyond this we glimpse the inexorable course of a
cosmos govemed by th~ yogic rhythm of the Supreme Divinity
(puru~oWlJI1.a). To understand the role of daiva in the epic, we must
e."<amine the law of the course of time (paryiiyadharma kiilasya)
experienced by D~çra in relation to the creative Life of the
Divinity. and to the life of the rrai1okya, specifically to the decline of
the soclo-cosmic moral order or dharma (which becomes a function
of time rather than of human conduet).
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Insofar as it is linked to the Divinity and to the seven worlds of
epic cosmology, macrocosmic D:tiv3 (distinguished with a capital D)
is time (kiil3,) , an inexorable cyclic process of creation, manifestation
and destruction of the cosmos. In the purUJ:1Îc material smdied by
Biardeau, this occurs at two levels of the Divinity and unfolds
according to a twofold arrangement of tîme. In His highest form
(Vi~J;lU3 or Siva as Puru~ottama, Pa.ramatman etc.), the Divinity is a
master yogï (ma.hayogin) who periodically emerges from His yogic
absorption (yoganidrii) to manifest the worlds. 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
(praJq-ta.sarga) and the complete absorption of the cosmos that occurs
at the end of a life of Brahm1i (pra./qt3.pralaya) is a ma.hiikalpa.
However, this Divi.nity also operates at a lower level at which he
becomes functionally divided into three forms (tzimürtl), Brahm1i, the
creator; Vi~u, the preserver; and Siva, who finally acts to destroy
the Universe at the end of a kalpa.4 In contrast to the Divi.nity who
remains forever uninvolved in the activities of the cosmos, Brahma
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 Brahm1i (pratisarga) and the corresponding
withdrawal of the world system that accompanies the onset of night
(naimittikapralaya). Since the life of Brahm1i is taken to last for a
period of 100 divine years of 360 days each, the number of kalpa in
a ma.hiikalpa worb out to 100 x 360, or 36,000. These time periods
will be described in more detail shortly.

In effect, the epic and purUJ;lÏc cosmogony is the macrocosmic
equivalent of the yogic process of absorption and return to empirical
consciousness - in reverse order. Indeed, Biardeau argues that the
various cosmogonie stages may be traced to the yogic process
documented in the K~opani~ad, with the addition of a.harpkiira (as
cosmic ego), taken from other upani~adic (vedantic) sources. The
yoga involved in the Pur1iJ;las is also described as prabbavapyayau,
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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 (s3.1p.kalpa) of the p;;ru~ottama, 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 Mahiibharata is not hard to
find, as in the following description of the secondary absorption
(pralaya) (XII.225.10)

...abbivyalctiitmak:up. manaPl

manaso vyalctamavyalctzup. briUu:naP sa pracis:up.caraPli

"Brahmii is the mind. This mind, which is the soul of the
manifest. though itself unmanifest. 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 (kii.m.a. iccbii) and actions (karma) of the
living beings (jïva) who make :~ what it is. The emergence awakens
the latent tendency of creatures to act (pravrw); the absorption
inaugurates the movement back to the primal state of quiescence
(nivrttJ.). The very purpose of the ritual activities (karma) associated
with the Vedic sacrifice (yajiia) is to ensure that the trailokya, the
centerpiece of this system as far as human activity is concemed,

functions in an orderly fashion for the benefit of all (cf. III.I01.1-5;
XII.329.7; also VI.26/BG.3.10-11). In effeet, as XII.204.6-7 states:

tatkiiraIJairbi s:up.yuktzup. kiizyaS:up.grabakarakaml

yenaitad vartare cakra.manadinidban:up. mabattl
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"It has been declared [in the scriptures] that 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." Pnnrcri , the tendenc)" to act that keeps
the crai10kya 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 e.xistence. Only by way of the bha.kri renunciation of acts and
their fruit (involving. as we shail see. a transformation of the
upani~adic notion of nivrctl) can one attain to mok~a. to absolute
freedom from this wheel of existence. The path of pnnrtri is
invariably associated with Brahmii in his activity of creating the
wodd. the path of nivrcri with the puru~occama in His st::te of yogic
absorption (XII.21 0.3-6). Humans in the Mahiibharata have the
option of following one or the other of these t'Wo paths in accordance
with the functional requirements (sv-adharma) of their caste status
(V3r.!2a).

Epic accounts of this world process are more difficult to follow
than those of the PUrfu),as since they are less structured or complete
and tend to emphasize a particular aspect or detail of the
fundamental myth. Furthermore. the time-scales and levels at which
creation and destruction take place are also not always clearly
delineated. Finaily. the epic author has a habit of substituting a 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 bis characters.s

A complete description of the primary cycle of creation and
destruction of the cosmos - i.e. of a praJqcasarga followed by the
corresponding prak{tapralaya - is offered by the sage Yiijiiavalkya
at XII.298-306. The cosmos unfolds, in the pura.QÏc manner,
according to the t'Wenty-five principles (cattvas) enumerated in the

proto-s~ya system of philosophy; and Brahmii finaily emerges
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from a golden embryo (h~yagarbha) made of these primary
constituents of the Universe. (ln other accounts. e.g. at 1.1.27.
Brahma is depicted as emerging from a large egg - brhadaIJ.cja).
The durations of time deviate somewhat from the standard versions
of the PUriiJ7.as but the juxtaposition of the temporal cycles is in
agreement with the puriiJ7.ic scheme.

During the destructive phase (praJq-tapralaya). the puru~ottama

(in the form of Brahma) urges Maharudra (a forro of Siva) to destroy
the trailokya by fire. Maharudra thereupon assumes the destructive
forro of the Sun (Sürya) divided into a twe1ve-part fire. Fire is
followed by flood, and the creative process is then taken in reverse,
each element being swallowed up 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 (puru~ottam.a), in a state of
total yogic abs0'Ption (nirvikalpasamadhl).

A brief account of the secondary cycle of e:<istence, i.e. of the
pratisarga and the corresponding pratipralaya. is given at verse 7 of
the ninth chapter of the Bhagavadgîtli. "Ali beings, 0 son of Kuntî,
return to Me at the end of the k~::Ja. whereupon l send them forth
once again at the beginning of the (subsequent) kalpa.."s 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 mahiiyuga (= a kalpa). This substitution of temporal symbols is
common throughout the Mahlibhlirata. 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 avatiira intervenes at

times of cosmic crisis).

According to. a separate account by the sage Marka.t;tçleya, at the
end of a thousand mahiiyuga (i.e. of the kalpa), the puru~ottam.aas
NarliYaJ;la takes the forro of most terrifying Time (kiiliitidaru1J.a) ,
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desrroys the Universe, and then goes to sleep for the same period of
time - until he awakens as Brahma. Then, once again (III.187.46):

taro vibuddbe tasminstu sarvalokapitiimabel
ekibbiito bi srak~);'iimi sarïr-:Id dvijasauamall

"But then, when the grandfather of aU the worlds has woken up,
o best of the twiceborn, 1. having become one, shall send forth [the
universel, from this body of mine." The universe is the body of God.

For the structural elements of time itself, we turn to the account
given by the narrator of the action, the poet Vyasa, to his son Suka at
XII.224-S. He begins at the human leve1 by enumerating the
divisions of the day and e.xplains that a month of human time is
equal to a day and a night of the ancestors (piers), i.e. to the light and
dark fortnights of the lunar cycle. E.xtending 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 leve1 of human society, he explains how social
conditions are govemed by the temporal succession of the four
yugas which together constitute a devayuga, a period of 12,000
divine years, i.e. 12,000 x 360 = 4,320,000 human years. During the
krt:3yuga, the dharma and its parts, together with truth, were aU part
of the vedic curriculum. Nothing was accomplished in a manner not
in accord with the dharma ordained by the Vedas. However, this
dharma progressive1y declined by a quarter in each of the tretii-,
dvapara.-, and kali-yugas. Adbarma grew progressively as a result
of theft, falsehood (anrta ) and illusion (maya).7

He finally proceeds to the cosmic level of time by explaining:
"They say that a day of Brahmii [the secondary periodicity of the
universel extends for a thousand yugas (= mabayuga) , and his
Nights for a similar perlod."8 According to such reckoning, the
interval between a secoJ1.dary creation and the subsequent
J1.aimi.ttikapralaya or secoJ1.dary dissolution, extends over a perlod 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 berween a primary creation
and the onset of the succeeding pralqtapralaya (not dealt with here
by Vyasa) e.xtends the life of the universe as a whole to 155,520
billion human years, a rime scale weil in excess of that currently
entertained by modern science.

For the final moments of social decline represented by the
ka1iyuga we once again turn to the account of the sage Mark~geya.

What happens is somewhat reminiscent of what he has a1ready
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 foilowed by a conflagration of seven
suns. In place of a flood (as at the end of a ka.1pa or one thousand
mabâyugas). 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):

caca.(1 kâlâncare'nyasmmpunarlokavivrddhayel
bhavi$yacï punardaivamanukiilarp. yadrcchayâll

ka.1kùp. vi$I}.uyaSâ niima dvijal} kâlapracodica.(11
ucpatsyace mabâvïryo mabâbuddhiparâk.ra.mal}1I

sa dharmavijayi râjâ calcra.vartï bhavi$ya!ll
sa cemarp. sarp.kularp. lokarp. prasâdamupane$yatill

"Then, at another point in rime. Daiva. will again unexpectedly
(yadrcchayif) be disposed to foster the world....A brahrnjo by the
name of Kalki Vi~uyaSas will arise. impeiled by rime
(kâlapracodica.). of great energy. wisdom, and courage....He will be a
king. a turner of the wheel (cakrav8.rti) , 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 rwice-born on the
occasion of a gigantic horse sacrifice, and reestablish the moral order
(maryiIdiig subhiig) that the self-existent lord has ordained (vihica. ~9



• (III.189.1-2). Why fate turns favorable is not too clear, but il
evidently has more to do with the nature of time than with the
intervention of the divinity. Kalki bimself is "prodded by time."9

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 rime (from mahiikalpa to kalpa to yuga) but to a third form of
divinity (the buman incarnation or avat:ira) mucb doser to the
buman world and its concerns. Tbe passage of succeeding yugas

brings a gradual decline of the social and spiritual fabric of society,
followed by an abrupt restoration of the dbarma with eacb transition
from one yuga or mahiiyuga to another. Tbis transition is marked by
a "descent" of the Lord to earth (ava -1er = to descend). Tbe
Santiparvan version of XII.337.28-32 e..'Cplains that after creating the
world N"arayaJ].a (Vi~u) suddenly realized that poor Earth (bere
personified as a goddess) would suffer under the increasing weigbt
of creatures. Furtbermore, the asceticism (tapas) of the demons
(asura) would so inflate them with power and pride that they would
begin to t1:lreaten the sages <.~) and the deities (and presumably also
the dbarma, the socio-cosmic moral order controlled by them).
NfuiiyaJ].a thereupon promises to rescue the earth by returning in
wbatever animal or buman form the situation demanded. Tbe
Bbagavadgïtii: is more direct (B.GA.7-8):

yadii yadii bi dbarmasya

abbyuttbiûlamadbarmasya

gliin.irbbavad

tadiitmiûlzup

bbiiratal

srjiimyahamll

•

paritriir}.iiya siidbüniitp. viniiSiiya ca du~krtiitp.1

dbarmaszupstbiipaniirtbiiya szupbbaviimi yuge yugell

"Wbenever the dharma fails away 0 Bharata, and adbarma rises
up l give myself fortb. From yuga. to yuga l come into being for the
protection of the good, the destruction of the wicked. and the re­
establishment of the dbarma."lo We can easily imagine how these
periodic catastrophes and interventions by the avatiira migbt foster
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the sense of a divine play (lïliï-here in the sense of a childrens'
game) experienced in the form of a Daiva opposed to human effort.

In the Mahiibharata itself, the intervention of the avatiIra. K~I).a

takes place at the close of the dviiparayuga, 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 who bring the
world to a catastrophe. In Biardeau's view, introducing ~a 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 evil.
It is only from the ashes of this violent conflagration involving not
only the earth, but the traiIokya 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
Dviipara and Kali, personifications of the respective yuga in the
form of demons (asuras). Furthermore, 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."U

In such a vast arena of space and time. linked to the inexorable
rhythm of a Divine Yoga. it is not surprising that attention should
focus on Daiva in the form. of time. The whole universe is borne
along by the mighty river of time (kalodakarp. mabat) 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 phenapiitropamii - froth on the surface
of water (XII.309.6). 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). ln the words of Vyasa to his son Suka
(XII.230.19-21):

dhiitedam prabha'Y"asthiiD.:up. bhütiiD.;up s:upyamo yam:L1J1

sarga.1J kiilo dhrtirvediiP kartii kary:up. kn"yiipha1:un1

"This profusion of Time without end is the source and destroyer
of that [i.e. the creatures] .... lt is time that makes them come and go,
that is their originator (Dhiitii ), their support, their Lord and
controller. the destroyer of ail beings....Time is creation, constancy
and the Veda. Time is the agent, the action, and the result of action."
And Salp.jaya assures D~Çra that (I.1.188-9):

kiila.1J pacati bhütaDi kiila.1J s:up.harati prajiiPl
nirdahantarp. prajiiP kiil:up. kiila.1J samayate pun:L1J1I

kiilo vilcurute bhiiviinsarvaLloke subhiiSubhiiD.1
kiila.1J s:up.k$ipate sarvii.!l prajii visrjate puna.1J1
kiila.1J sarve~u bhüte~u caracyavidhrWJ sama.1J1I

"Time ripens ail beings; time rots them; and time again softens
the time that destroys ail beings. Time unfolds ail beings in the
world, pure and impure; time shrlnks them and expands them again;
tïme, unwavering and impartial, moves in ail 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 events do not change. "Whatever
creatures have come into being and passed away. they will be in the
future; whatever are living now, they are ail the creatures of
tïme...."12. Everything lost in the pralaya is acquired anew at the
dawn of the new creation. The Vedas are recovered by the same
Brahmii, the branches (ailga) by the same Brhaspau. the political
treatises (JJitisiistras) by the same Suka, the art of music by the same
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Niirada, the martial arts by same Bharadvâja, etc. (XIL203.17-19).
And this occurs over and over again throughout an eternity of time
(XII,326.104):

mahakalpasahasrii.(1i mahakalpasariiIli cal

samaririiIli riijendra sargiiSca pralayiiSca bail

"Thousands and hundreds of mahakalpa and creations and
absorptions have a1ready passed away, 0 King of Kings." The eartb
has seen it al! before, and will see it ail again. This co;!.veys the
feeling of a single script wcitten in advance and played repeatedly
according to the peciodicities 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 sense, there is no beginning to this
story of conflict and war, for the wheel of time (kalacakra) has no
real beginning, as we have just seen. However, we may begin with
the story of Rama Jamadagni (LS8.Sff), the avarara whose passage
brought the eartb to new destructive heights at the junction of the
rrerii- and the dviiparayuga. After the world is cid of the warrior class
(k~rri.ya) twenty-one times over, there is a brief krrayuga featuring
the cise of a new brood of warriors (k~arri.ya), who reign over the
eartb in strict accord with the dharma (1.58.22 and 24):

svakarmanirarasciisansarve van;zii nariidhipal
evaIp. radii naravyagbra dbarma na brasare kvacirll

evaIp. krrayuge samyagvarraman.e rada nn'al
apüryara mabi iq"tsnii prii.(1ibbirbabubbirbbr§amll

"Al! the castes (var{la) devoted themselves to their own tasks, 0
king, and thus, tiger among men, the dharma was in no way
diminished in that age... .And the krrayuga (the age of the winning
throw of the dice) continuing in this way, the whole eartb quickly
became filled with many creatures."14
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However. tbis idyll does not last long. Soon. the demonic
(dâaava and ciaitya) hordes. who had been defeated by the gods. ;u-e
born among the various creatures and also among the kings of the
earth. Bloated with power and strength. they roam the wodd killing
and looting and, worst of ail. t)'rannizing the brahmins. Feeling
overwhelmed, the goddess Earth takes refuge with Brahma the
creator and grandfather of the wodds (pitiimaha). who agrees to help
by ordering the gods (1.58.46):

asfi bhiim ernirasitu.m bhiira.1p bhiigai.f1 prtha1cprtha1cl
asyiimeva prasiiyadhva.rp virodhiiyati ciibrav.ïtl\

"to thr'ow 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 NaraYalJ.a-Vaiku~~a (i.e. Vi~~u) to join
them (159.3-4):

teinarariviniiSaya sarvalokabicaya cal
avateru.f1 kra.me.t}e.miiqI .mahitp svat;g'addivaukasa.f11\

tato brah.m~va.rpse~u piirthivar~ikule~u cal
jajiiire riijaSiirdiila yathiikiimatp divaukasa.f11\

"And so the sky-dwellers (divaukasa) descended. one after the
other from heaven to tbis earth. for the destruction of the enemies of
the gods (amariin) and the well-being of ail the wodds; thereupon
they were born in the lineages of brahm;n sages and in the familles
of royal sages, as they saw fit, 0 tiger among kings."

From this perspective. the epic drama is but an episode in the
recurrent bid of the demons (asura. dâaava. daicya) for the
destruction of the gods (devas) and the sovereignty of the trailokya.
As Vyasa explains. first to the grieving Dhrtar~;ra (X1.8.12-44) and
later te Gandhiirï when the epic action is ail but complete - the
eternal secret of the gods (devaguhyarp sanatanam) is that the course
of tbings is decided by them ab <Bremo (XV.395-7 and 16):
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• bbavica'l?'aJIlava.syam
avaceruscaca..1J sarve

cacsurakaryamanindicel
devabbagairmahicalam11

gandbarvapsarasascaiva plsaca
cacha pU1J.yajanascaiva siddba

gU.(1yariik:~asâ:91

de~ayo'pi cali

•

deviiSca diii1aviiScaiva cacha brab.mar$ayoinalâ:91
ca ece nidbanarp. priipCâ:9 kuru~eCt'e ra1;J.ajirell

evamece mahapraJiie deva miii1u~yamecya bil
caca.(1 punargacâ:9 svargarp. k(ce karmaJ;Zi sobbanell

"0 virtuous (Gandharl). the work of the deities could not but be
accomplished. It was for this purpose that they aU descended (ava
.fer) to the surface of the Earth as portions of gods. Various heaven.ly
creatures such as gandbarva and apsaras, pisaca and gu.(1yariik~a,

divine sages (de~) charged with spiritual powers (siddbas) ,
deities and demons, and brahmin. sages (brab.maz"$1) without blemish,
they aU went to their deaths on the battlefield of Kuru~etra....Thus,
o thou of great wisdom, the deities came in. human form, and
return.ed to heaven when they had accomplished their splendid
purposes." In the concluding chapter of the epic (XVIII.6 - not
included in the Critical Edition), Vais3Jp.payana also adds that, "The
deities of Heaven, 0 ruler of the Earth, came to this world for sport.
Having achieved their task, they ascended once more to Heaven." lS.

The sphere of the action (karmabbÜ1I1l) is the earth, but the script is
'!';ritten in brabmaloka, the highest sphere in. the cosmic hierarchy.l6

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 S3Jp.tan.u that it was to
accomplish a purpose of the Gods (devakiiryartba) that she had been
with him (1.92.49). The five P~Qava are born. !rom the gods for the
contin.uance of the dynasty (devabbya.(1 samapadyanca sarp.tiiD.aya

kulasya) (!.l07.2). Vyasa, the brahma1;LÏc representative of NaraYa1;la
in. the epic, engineers the birth of the hundred sons of Dh~ ­
including the evil Duryodhana - through a boon to Gandharl.l1
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Using special powers (siddbl). Narada. MarkalJ.geya and Loma also
circulate freely within the three worlds (trailokya).

It may be noted in passing that. considered 111 practical terms,
this higher influence is no longer completely in the hands of a
btiihmaJJ.ic orthodoxy (represented by the traditional vedic gods). It
must cal! on the assistance of the Supreme Divinity of bbakti (Vi~J}.u)

to restore the dharma. It should also be noted that the seven worlds
of the cosmos (loka) that culminate in br.lbmaloka are more than just
locations in space.l8 They constitute the soteriological hierarchy of
the s31p.sara representing seven states of experience through which
the soul must wander for a period of ten kalpa before reaching the
final resting-place beyond al! name and forro. merged into the
Supreme Divinity at the final dissolution (praJcrtapralaya) of the
Universe (XII. 280). These worlds are thus an integral part of the
psychology of the egocentric personality (jiva. ).19 In the course of
this spiritual joumey. the jiva. displays various spiritual powers and
is subject to a graduated mix of happiness and misery in its
numerous embodiments from Brahmii to a blade of grass (br.lbmiidi

troiinta) (III.2.68). A worm can become Brahmii himself. provided
he always practices the dharma of his particular status in this celestial
ladder of being (XIII.1l8-120). Prior to final liberation (which
occurs as a collective event according to Biardeau's analysis of the
puriiJ}.ic 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
Piiq.Qava alone have al! that it takes to secure the final victory.
Indeed. this is the human task to which they are cal!ed, the very
purpose of their sojoum on earth. In another sense, juSt as the gods
need the help of the Supreme Divinity (in the form of Vi~l}.u­

NiiriiJ3lJ.ll) 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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Kr~J?a. 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 Gândharï 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 (XI.25).

Viewed from this vast cosmic background of creation,
preservation and destruction dependent on the machinations of
higher beings. it is hardly surprising that the protagonists would tend
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 serip: for this drama of history and human life was
written ab a:1temo and the ensuing events constitute but a single brief
scene in a dramatic extravaganza that repeats itself over the
successive days and nights of Brahma. Ail is under the govemance
of the Great God who. in a variety of intermediate forms - as the
triumvirate (tcimürt.l) of Brahma. Vi~J?u and Siva or as the
mythological NarayaJ?a who sleeps on the cosmic ocean - is also a
personification of this Daiva (III.IS?.20-22):

kii.malp. .k:rodbalp. ca bar$aJP. ca bbaYaJP. mobalp. tal:baiva cal
mameva viddbi ropW)i. sarviir}.yeWIi sattamall

prapnuvanti nri vipra yat.k:rcva karma sobbanaml
satyalp. dânalp. tapaScogramabiJp.sa caiva jantu~ull

madvidbânena vibitii mama debavib~a.tJ1

mayaobibbütavijii.ânii vice~?3.11.te na kii.mata.lJ1I

"You must know that desire. anger. joy. fear. and confusion are
ail forms of mine, and so is what wise men obtain by doing great
aets (karma sobbanam). speaking the truth. making gifts. performing
fierce austerities (tapas). and harming no one. My moral code
(vidbâna) is enjoined on all who live in bodies; they aet. not by their
own volition (kii.mata). but with their minds controlled by me." The
descent of the gods and the demons. the transfer of their etemal feud
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• to the mundane plane, the brief ascendency of the forces of
adbarma, the cosmic restoration by K~l).a, ail ma)' be viewed and
experienced as the play of this overwbelming cosmic agency.

1 bbnIm3)'"ll s:1t'V3bbatiIzli. J"'llcnInlclbiIzIi mJy"y" (VI.40/BG 18.61).

2 The three worlds or rnùloJrya inc:lude rhe EIUth (bbarlob), heavea (svarlob or S\~.).
and rhe intmnedi",e (bbu'....lob) or, IllIer, rhe aerher regions (aaraka). The)' fonn plUt
of a hier=!ly of sevea worlds or lob (alrhough 33 .... meationed al 111. 247.25). The
cosmography of rhe sevea d'1p3 of rhe EIUth wirh rheir \'Urious countries :''lIqo) is
dellliled in rhe B~aparvan (VI.6-13).

3 V~u is rhe highest Divinity and also one of rhe Adity:l (c!. 1.59.17).

4 srj3re brabmamattis ru ral<~'" p3Uru~ llIllU!>. ,...udribblIven3 'om3)'" risro\'asrhlI!,
prajlIp3re. The referonce is t:lken from Appendix 27 of Bool< III which follows ofler
II1.2S6.30 in rhe Crirical Edition.

•

5 Il must be remembered rhal rhe opic is aol specifically inlerested in cosmogoay and
cosmology per se, in co= 10 rhe ~as. However, as Biardeau has indicaled. "If.
from oae perspective it is crue to say rh", rhe epic is anletior to rhe purilJ):ls. rhis is
cert:ùnly aot crue of its doctrinal coatent". See Biardellu, "Etudes (IV): p. 135.

6 S:1t'V3bbatiIzli buateya. pr:Jlqtitp yiInti miImi!:am. kalp~ye punllS !illli. kalplIdn
vimiImy abam. (VI.32/BG.9.7).

7 Biardellu has drawn lIttearion to rhe fllct rh", rhc yuga are aol reloted to rhc tife of rhe
awtzTra in rhe same manner as rhe mabiIlt:alp3 and rhe kalpa are relaled 10 rhe !Wo higber
forms of rhe Divinity. The linI< is wirh rhe moral tife of rhe traiJokya rarhcr rhan 10 rhe
tife of rhe Divinity as such. In fact. he could just as weil be abseac. "We rhus realise rhal
in faa. we ca.n. describe the succession of the yuga without uy reference to an. avntlInl. lt
WlIS impossible to describe a creatioa or end of rhe world wirhout introducing rhe
corresponding form of rhe divinity. Wirh rhe yuga. rhe harmoay is brol<ea. The stale of
rhe elUth is deseribed but in fact it is rhe triple world rh", is '" stal<e since rhe c1barm3 docs
aot alIow us to dissocillte rhe elUth from heavea and rhe helli. As far as rhe supremc
divinity is coacerned. he can simply be abse:u:. This means rhal bis presence is not
absolutely essential to rhe temporal strUcture of rhe yug3 and to rhe idea of a progressive
decline of rhe c1barm3. It is crue wt rhis is oflea conaected wirh rime. rhe destrUctive role
of which is well I<.nowa. but rhis referonce only adds 10 rhe diffic:ulty of reconciling
individual I<.nrma and rhe cyclic socio-cosmic process: See Biardeau. "Erodes (IV)". pp.
122-123. The apparent co:u:radictioa involved in accommodllling a collective socio­
cosmic process unrel",ed to human conduct 10 rhe karma of individual action is never
fully resolved.

a sab=yug3 p:uy:zn=. ab:zryad brabmll(lo!, vidu!,. dtrirrJ yugasab:lSriintiltp. (XII.224.31).

9 The decline and restoratioa of rhe dharma is blamed oa rhe demons in a later SlOt)'

(XII.283.7-18). Arler multiplying on rhe elUth in rhe bodies of men. rhe deities decide 10

imp:lrt rheir collective energies to Siw. who rhereupon destroys rhe t:lIÏn culprits in rhe
form of desire. angor. and greed. as weil as rhe Gre", Delusion (tllabiImob ) who is rhe
chie! among rhem.
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10 In Slintiparvan the reason is given as mgrabena Ca piIpilnOrp sildbOQiIrp pragrabena ca
(XII.337.32).

Il Bi...denu. "Ecudes (IV)." p. 135.

12 iI<Itill2 i1g.cil bbiIvil. ye e. VlItWlti silmprajam. ciln J:il1l1llirmitill2 (I.l.l~0).

13 The Greek imnge of the "fntes" is dUFliented in the epic imnge of the [wo (""ther than
t1lree) women who wenve the thrends of past and present. nighc and dny. ut I.3.147ff.

14 1 will on occasion use the van Buitenen trnnsIntions of the yugas as they succeed, to some
extent. in conveying the sense of the dice. Thus. J:rtnyug. -"Age of the Wimling
Throw," tl'ecilyUg. - • 'Age of the Trey," dvilparayuga 'Age of the Deuce," and
J:aJjyug. - •Age of Diseord:

15 Kesari Mohan Oungull (trans.). Thr Mob!bhUrnrn Of Kè:sbnn-Dwnjponnn VyP:m:
Published by P.C. Roy. (ClÙcUtta: OrientlÙ Publishing Co.• 1952-62). Vol. XII. p. 293.

16 The E:lI'th is the world of nets. while heaven is reg:ll'ded as the world of the fruit. cr.
III.247.36: XII.I85.19.

17 Thcre is some confusion here. Mention is made of a boon by Siva at 1.103.8. but by
VyAsa lit 1.107.8. By contrast. the birth of the PlI\14nva is ultimnCely the work of Siva
through his represenrative Durvllsas. This p=dox is noted by Bi:ll'deau.

18 "The ancient Inclians strUccured thoir space differently. Spnce was shaped 1iJte [WO

pyntmids joined lit their bases. The four corners of the joint base represent the four points
of the comp..... the top of the upper pyntmid the zenith. the top of the inverted. lower
pyntmid the nadir. At the zenith is the World of Brahm~. 'on the roof of the beum of
he.ven·....• cr. van Buitenen., The MlJh~bbj!rnrn. vol. 2. p. 10.

19 This is not without eontr:ldiction. as Bi:ll'denu has noted. 'On refiection. the fnce thnt the
Supreme Divinity of the yogin Himsel! becomes n grent yogin. and submits himsel! ­
for the snlvation of the crencures potentinlly within. mmsel! - is not without problem. ls
it not trUe to sny thnt. from the point of view of the creatures. de1ivernnce !rom the round
of rebirth means pre::isely thnt they will once ngain. be forever united with chis Divinity?
Why then mate them leave in the first pInce?" cr. Mndeleine Bi:ll'denu. I.r Sacrifier dons
naM "nciranr. (p:lI'ÎS: Presses Universitaires de France. 1976). p. 107.

20 Those in the blissful worlds of henven. enjoy luminous bodies "born !rom ones deeds"
(I1I.247.14).
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IV - Mundane Daiva

Further ramifications of this notion of D:tiva become e....'ident when we
make the transition from the Macrocosm (D:tiva with a capital D) to the
microcosm of human life (d:tiva with a small d). In the first place, the
modern reader is str"Uck by certain inconsistencies or anomalies that arise
when daiva is viewed in the context of human aspirations. These include the
problem of reconci1ing 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 Yudhi~~irain 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 1ink 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
K~~a 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 str"Uggle of the Mahabhiirata
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
sensual satisfaction (kama) and self-aggrandizement (artba) 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 (itihiisa) to the controlling influence of Daiva
alone - or at least to a 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 (dbarma) and evil (adbarma) in the
cosmos, witnessed by the fact that a number of gods are represented on the
side of the demons. Indeed, the changing relationship between these two
cosmic forces, symbolized by this etemal 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 wodd
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 a:cial period
of history. Clearly, great ingenuity is needed to achieve such a subtle blend
ofinteracting 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 subtle 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 ta face, or as a force
that guides the trajectory of actions a1ready undertak.en. 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 modem observer),
namely. that of the ultimate value ofpersonal effort and achievement - and
of the value and dignity of human life in general - in a wodd driven by
what appears ta be an imperative necessity. This issue does come up for
discussion in the epic as we shall see, but only in the context of concem over

the efficacy of the vedic sacrifice. The various modes of expression of
Daiva./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, howeveI", we cannot fail to note a thiI"d anomaly, this time
in the fOI"m of an appaI"ent parodox at the heart of epic notions of material
and spiritual pI"ogI"ess. On the one hand, epic descriptions of the desc....nts of
the various avacara suggest a lineaI" succession of evolutionary pI"ogress, "the
wateI" eI"eatuI"e Fish (Matsya), the amphibian To1"toise (KuI"ma), the land
animal BOaI" (VaI"aha), the 'Missing Link' Man-Lion (Narosimba) , the HunteI"
'Homo Erectus' Rama-with-Axe (paI"ashu-Rama), the feudal divinity Rama
(heI"o of the Ramayana, which is also an itibasa, the eaI"lieI" avataI"aS being
I"ecoI"ded in puranas OI" ancient texts), the sensitively-Ioving and eI"otic
divinity Krishna (in the Mababbara!3 seen as an adviseI" and guide, but
I"evealed in his full eighth avataro peI"Sonality in the Harivamsba and the
Bbagavat:1 Purana ), followed by the ascetically compassionate, sex­
renouncing Buddha (or, alteI"natively, in oI"thodox Hinduism, Kalki, the still­
to-comewhite apocalyptichorse."l

This contrasts radically with the fact that,left to its own devices, human
society is doomed to an iI"reveI"SÏble fall from perlection (the krytayuga
inaugurated by the pI"evious avacara Rama Jamadagni) to an almost
Hobbsian state of anaI"chy (ka1iyuga ) leading to renewed CallS fOI" divine
intervention. Again and again humanity is lifted up in this manneI", and again
and again it rerums to chaos under the rule of evil kings. On this basis,
history is nothing but an endless succession of cycles of essentially similaI"
content; for the rejuvenation of society (and presumably of the individuals of
which it is composed) is dependent on the avacara, but this on.ly initiates a
new period of decline. The clockwork I"epetition of these events - cleaI"ly
undeI" the control of Daiva - is a reflection of the wheel of the sarp.siira as it
turns at the level of human society, analogous to the eteI"nal recurrence of the
cosmos that takes place OVeI" 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 diffeI"ent points in the story itself.
As we proceed down the generations of the Kurus, for example, we notice
that each generation is given a period of glory !rom which theI"e is an
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inexorable decline. Thus. the early reign of Sïüp.tanu. the great-great­
grandfather of the protagonists. is portrayed as an ideal time in wbich
Hastinapura was ruled without lust or passion (kamrigavivatiiW;1) and the
four var-!la allknew their respective places (1. 94.9).

brahmaparyacara.!k$atrarp. vis3P .1qatramanuvratii:1J1

brahm~at.rdLIuraktiiSca siidrap paryacaran vis3P1I

"The k$atriya served the brahmins. the vaïsya were sworn to the

k$atriya. and the siidra - devoted to both the brahmins and the k$tltriya.
served the vaïsya." Tbis constitutes a description - indeed a virtual
definition. of a krtayuga. The first hint of a decline from these ideal
conditions is the "fall" of Sïüp.tanu himself for the fisher princess Satyavatï.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 rein.
However. as Biardeau comments. "let us not look for the first in the line of
guilt: there is no one. Al! is combined in such a manner that we can never tell
who is responsible: everyone is, because daiva alone is in charge and
everyone plays bis part in the game set up by it."3

Whatever SiiJ:p.tanU'S part in tbis may be, it is Certainly compounded in
the next generation by his son Bhï~ma4.incarnation of Dyaus (= the sky) and
a man of undoubted wisdom and courage. He also demonstrates great filial

pito:yand self-sacrifice (atmayajiïa) in doing service to bis father. However,
in renouncing bis claim to the throne (artba) and to the jo15 of married life
(kama) he seriously compromises the future of the dynasty by committing
one of the cardinal sins of the Mahabharata - performing the dharma of
another by adopting the sarp.n.yasa (renunciation) of the brabm;n in place of
the svadbarma (the caste duty) of a warrior prince born to rule and to beget
heirs to the throne. As a result. he spends much of bis early career securing
brides for other members of the family. including bis [wo younger half
brothers and bis three nephews (Dhrt~. Piir;lçu and Vidura). And he
unwittingly la15 the groundwork for bis own demise, in spite of good
intentions, by bis disastrous abduction of the princess Ambli (who is secretly
betrothed to an asuric king). Ambli is regarded by Biardeau as "a good
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symbol of this wounded earth which Bhï~ma can neither wed nor kill" (since
Sky and Earth can never meet).s

The problems of the dynasty really begin when his two half-brothers
(children of Sâqltanu and Satyavatï) die without issue, the first after his
overweening pride gets him into a fight with a gandb:uva , the second when
he succumbs to venereal disease as a result of an amorous nature (kiimiiCJl1a).

He is portrayed as deluded by a net of lust (kiimajii1avimobita) (1.110.2), not
untypical for the rulers of the day. This leaves the kingdom not only without
an effective ruler (though now undel' the de facto control of Bhï~ma)but with
no succession in sight. Hungry for offspring (pucra.grdbiml, Satyavatï is
forced to call on ber illegitimate brahmin son Vyasa to beget heirs on the two
surviVÏJlg 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 maned orange locks
and fiery eyes of the sage. Prompted by divine injunction (vidbinii

s3.1p.pracodita) , Vyasa has to inform the impatient Satyavatï that ber
daughter-in-Iaw', lack of virtue (vaigU1J.ya.) has condemned the would-be heir
to be born blind, effectively disqualifying him from carrying out the royal
sacrifices and other functions nor.nally expected of a king.1i His blindness
suggests an incapacity with respect to the dharma, and Biardeau adds that,
"he can be even less of a warrior, a royal function jUst as essential as the
sacrifice."7 He will nevertheless be a great royal sage (raj~isartama)with
the !ife-force of a troop of elephants (niigiiyurasa.mapdrJ.a), wise (vidviin),

highly fortunate (mahiibbiiga), of great spirit (mabiivftya) and intelligence
(mabiibuddbl), and father to a hundred sons.

Ambiilikii, 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 (P~Qu ="pale")
will come into the world with a sickly pallor. The final anempt 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 ocly one of the three brothers who is an

54



•

•

incarnation of a god.8 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 looks somewhat unpromising, the actual
childhood of these children is represented as an interregnum (under the
regency of Bhï~a) of perfect pastoral and social harmony - in fact a
Jcrcayuga (I.102.1-14). Pride (mana), anger (aodba) and greed (lobba) have
lost their hold and we are given typiCal descriptions of plentiful harvests,
trees dripping with juicy fruit, and bustling cities where a devout and
cheerful citizenry help one another in mutual affection. We are explicitly
told this time that (I.102.S) the Jcrtayuga age prevails in al! sections of the
country (pra.dese~vapi~çriit}azp1qta.Jp.yuga.mavarcaca),and that the wheel of
the dharma (dbarmaca.kra. ) roUs through the land (1.102.12). These good
times are captured in the adage tllat:

VÏra.SùniiIp. kiiSisute desaniiIp. kurujaçga.1a.m1
sarvadbar:mavidazp bbï~ma..9 pUnï(:ziiIp.gajasiïbvaya..mll

"Of al! mothers of heroes (the best are) the daughters of KliSi (i.e.
Ambikii and Ambiilikii), of al! countries the Jungle of the Kurus, of those
who know the dharma in its entirety, Bhï~a ris superior], of al! cities. it is
the City of the Elephant."

As the story moves to the third generation from the reign of SaJp.tanu.
the aging Bhï~ma voices a certain satisfaction at having established the
"threads of the line" (kulatantu) as he puts it (I.103.3). He has made P~c.lu

king, and proceeds to secure brides (and the alliances that come with them)
for al! three brothers. These include Giindharï (daughter of the king of

Giindhiira) for Dhrt~; P;thii and Madri (daughter of the king of the
Madras) for P~c.lu; and the mi.'Ced-caste daughter of king Devaka for Vidura.
The choice of P;thii (clearly a symbolof the Earth - !rom p[tbivï = earth) is
of great importance for the subsequent course of event5, since she is the
sister of Vasudeva, the father of ~.Q.a. Indeed. it is almost as ifher choice of

P~c.lu from a.mong the thousands of princes assembled at her sva.~va.ra. is
the work of Daiva.
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Tbis time the early years of the new roler are not painted in the same
ideal imagery of a Jqta)"uga (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 wbich there is a sudden and characteristic decline. After
returning with the spoils of bis successful military campaigns. P~~u spreads
delight among bis subjects by distributing largesse in abundance. He enjoys
the gratitude of parents and friends by showering them with al! the good
things they could desire. But then. deciding he has won a well-earned rest
(jitata.I1.dnj. he abandons bis administrative duties and takes to the forest to
enjoy the hunt in the company of bis two wives. lt is here that the five
Pfu.).~ava are born. spending their childhood on holy mount Hïmavat
(1.115.27). Dh~~~ ensures he is well supplied with whatever he might
want of p1easure (kifrna) and joy (bhoga) - al! the while establishing
himself and bis sons ever more fionly in the seat of power. The stage is
being set for the breach (bheda) to occur between the two sides of the
family.9

To complete the record of these echoes of Daiva down the generations
of the Mahabhiirata, we follow the cise and fal! of the Pfu.).~ava themselves ­
the fourth generation from our point of departure - after their retum to
Hastinapùra on the death of Pfu.).~u - another royal victim of kiima. His
sriiddha (ancestral ritual) introduces a sombre note as Vyiisa advises his
mother (Satyavatï) to withdraw to the forest to avoid having to witness the
destruction of the dynasty. He offers some prophetic words (1.119.6-7).

atikriïn.tasukbiif!kiiliif!pratyupasthitadiirU-!Iiif!1

svaÇ svaÇ papïyadivasiif!prthivïgatayauvaniill

babumayasamakïr-!Io .aiiaado~asamiilcula.!J1

luptadharmakriyac2ro ghora.!J kiilo bhavi~yatill

"The times of happiness are over and a dreadful period lies ahead.
Things are deteriorating by the day. and the earth is 10sing her youth. [I see1
a period of great confusion (maya), abounding in many vices. lt will be a
dreadful time when al! the aets and practices of the dharma will be violated."
She leaves with her two daughters-in-Iaw after persuading Ambikii (1.119.9):
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ambike cava pucra.sya durnayackila bharacii.(ll
sanubandhii vinank~yanci paucrascaivecin~ srucamll

"Ambï.k.a, we bave beard that the imprudent conduct (durnaya) of your
son (i.e. Dbrtara~a) will destroy the Bbaratas together with their followers
and their grandsons." Sbe is referring to the tragic pattern of inertia of the
blind .king, arising out of bis secret desire to secure the royal succession for
bis eldest son Duryodbana. In contrast to the five sons of PâJ:I.Qu wbo are
particles descended from a portion of the gods (:up.siivatare.IJ.a devabhagii)
(1.109.3) this Duryodbana is Kalipuru~a- the demon Kali in human. form (1.
61.80; XL8.27). Later (III.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 bis ninety nine-brothers
symbolize "the brood of ego-centric desires and passions 1i.k.e lust, greed.
hatred. anger. envy, pride, vanity, and so on, to wbich the empirical ego is
firmly attached and to wbich it clings desperately."10

Duryodhana grows up with a passionate envy and hatred of bis cousins.
particularly of the powerful Bhïma who continually torments him and bis
brothers when they are at play. The fallure of bis various schemes to drown
Bhïma, put snakes in bis bed, and poison bis food serves only to intensifYbis
bitterness and animosity (1. 119.30 ff.). When it becomes clear that
Yudbighira. as rightful heir. is also the preferred choice of the population to

be .king. he can contain himself no longer. He urges bis father to destroy the
dreadful thorn in my heart (ghorarp. salyarp. hrdl) by removing the PâJ:I.Qavas
to the provincial town of Viira.l].ava:ta on the pretext of a festival (I.130.20;
I.l31.1-10).

Tbis is the first of the many occasions thatDh~allows himself to
be swayed by the ambitions of bis willful son. In the words of the brahmins
(I.133.7):

vi$am:up. paSyaterajasarvathatamasavrca.P1
dh~tra1J sudurbuddhirna ca dharm:up. prapaSyaci\l

"Completely blinded by camas. the evil-minded kingDh~ sees
the problem but does not see the dharma." WhenD~ learns that the
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Pfu:lçlava have sUl"'liived the lacquer-house fire (jarugrbadfîha) engineered by
his son's clique, and that they are now married to Draupadï (the daughter of
the king of the Paiicalas), he is in a quandary. He wants the kingdom for his
son but is wary of the power of the Pfu:lçlava, particularly when allied with
Drupada. He takes the side of Duryodhana and his other sons but gets
conflicting counsel from Kan;ta (who advocates a preemptive strike) and
Bhï~ma, Dro.t;la and Vidura (who advocate conciliation). This time, however,
he follows the path of prudence, forms an alliance with Drupada, and agrees
ta partition the kingdom among the nvo sets of cousins (1.199.25).

Almost immediately, the fortUnes of the Pfu:lçlava begin ta change. They
agree ta settle for a tract of largely uninhabited wildemess
(Khfu:lçlavaprastha) where they build a radiant city, which, true ta its name ­
Indraprastha (the city of Indra) - is like the unshakeable world of heaven
(svargavadacyuta) (1.11927). Prospects improve further with Arjuna's
abduction of Subhadtii (sister of K~.t;la), thus cementing this alliance, the
birth of their son Abhimanyu on Arjuna's rerom ta Indraprastha after a year
of se1f-imposed exile, the burning of the Khfu:lçlava forest at the behest of
Agni, and the subsequent construction of a magnll'icent sabbii or assembly
hall by the demon (asura) Maya. With bis star clearly on the ascendant,
Yudbi~\:hira has no difficulty endorsing Narada's suggestion that he
legitimize bis sovereignty by performing the rajasiiya, the traditionallndian
ritual for consecrating the king as a universal monarch (ca.kravarcin. or

samriiJ).

lt 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
Yudbi~, the king of Dharma incarnate - in short a krtayuga (though
this term is not used). The signs are all there (1.214.1-14; Il.30.1-9 etc.).
With the help of bis brothers, he conquers the four quarters of the world. The
elements aU work in bis favour: cr..me, pestilence and disease are banished
!rom the land, all the citizenry are bent upon their own tasks, and not a false
ward is heard about mm. But then suddenly - at the height of bis power and
glory, when the accumulated income of his treasury cannot be spent in
"hundreds of years" (1I.30.S) - he loses this vast fortUne and prosperity in a
dice game, together with the kingdom and bis whole family, including
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bimself. With this symbolic collapse of the dbarma, the pattem of bistory bas
repeated itself for the fourtb time in as many generations. It will repeat itself
again - this time at the scale of the wbole eartb, wben the rise of the
adharma of Duryodbana is terminated by the almost total destruction of the
known worJd - to make way for a new age of dbarma under the a'lgis (or the
Daiva?) of P~t. Wben Yudbi~ira bas recovered the kingdom free of
thorns (aka.JJ.çakam) and the funeral rites of the dead heroes are over, life
again returns to conditions reminiscent of a krtayuga (XIV.15,lff;
XIV.51.6). Tbese scenes of pastoral and social harmony are climaxed by the
discourse of the Anugitii (XIV.16-50) and the events leading up to the
Asvamedba sacrifice of Yudhi~~bira(XIV.84-91).

Beyond these ecboes of the cosmic play of Daiva, the riijasiiya and the
dicing are of great symbolic significance in themselves for understanding
tbis process of Daiva. The central role of the riijasiiya episode has already
been noted by a number of scholars. As mentioned (cf. p. 10), Heino Gehrts
bas argued that the epic as a whole, including the characters and the
distribution of the herces, is governed by the structural elements of tbis
ritual. Van Buitenen holds that the Sabhiiparva (Book II) constitutes a
dramatization of the riijasiiya 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 a boil here in appalling wrongs.
These iot tum 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 sbared; and the reaction when it matures at last is
also a social phenomenon and a mass effect, whicb cannot make nice
distinctions, in its aspect as nemesis, between those who endorsed the
guilt actively like Dussasana, and those who virtualiy endorsed it by
apathetic tolerance like the vassals in the assembly. The great tragedy is
that tbis mass effect is too gross to have the fine discrimination to spare
even sensitive types like Vikama. He deeply sympatbized with
Draupadi, but he certainly could not be expeeted to break away from bis
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family on this issue. And nemesis engulfs him too, along with the
others.!l

We would substitute the word D:li'l'a for nemesis in this instance.

However, once again we must tum to Madeleine Biardeau for the most
penetrating analysis of this episode and its symbolism. For her, the riijasüya
of Yudbi~~ is the centrallink in a chain of sacrificial symbolism that runs
through the Mahabhârata. As one of the three sacrifices (trimedhif)

announced by a ce1estial voice at the birth of Arjuna (1.114.33), it constitutes
the moment at wbich the avatiira transfers bis functions to Yudhi~çhira and
bis brothers. The myth is revealed in its dual nature as a royal m}"th 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 dai'V3.,

according to the point of view one may adopt."l2 In effect. a sombre.
prediction by Vyasa (described at 11.46 of Biardeau's CitraShala Press edition
and at Appendix 1. No.3D of the Critica! Edition) followed by bis
announcement of a dream in which Yudbi~~would see an inauspicious
form of Rudra tumed towards the south - the direction of Yama - suggest
a symbolic link betweenYudbi~and the king of the dead, and "from the
point of view of the avatiira, the rajasüya is like the coronation of Yama by
Rudra, and the work of bis 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 rajasüya - dicing episode thus has the paradoxical effeet
of inaugurating the reign of Duryodhana/Kali wbich it is the task of the
avatiira - through the person of the legitimate king - to overthrow. In this
respect. the rajasüya is the starting point for the events leading to the war,
"with aU 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 riijasüya, however, is
the inner connection with the dicing that follows. Significantly, the one thing
that Yudhi~iraand the PiiJ).~avado not lose is their common wife Draupadï,
the incarnation of Sri symbolizing the prosperity of the earth and the realm. 1S

Of course, Yudhi~~ira actually 10ses twice after being saved on the first
occasion by the obstinate challenge of Draupadï regarding the dharmic
legitimacy of the wager. 16 There is no doubt that Draupadï is, "the real stake.
not only of the dice, but of the entire drama. Yudhi~has submitted to the
two games of dice in a fatallstic spirit. without any illusion as to the
outcome. In the end, he is forced in this manner. together with bis brothers
and their common wife. to live in. exile in the forest for a period of twe1ve
years, following which the six of them must live for a year without being
recognized by anyone." 17

Significantly. the PiiJ).~ava1eave for the forest as d~tii{l (according to
the Citrashala Press variant of C.E. II.68.1), that is to say. as initiates who
must undergo the necessary ritual preparation for a sacrifice. suggesting the
sacrifice of the war to come.l8 What is most stri.king about these events. also
noted by Biardeau, is that they are in direct contrast to the descriptions of the
actual ritual in the BriihmaI}.as, an integral part of which is a ceremony in
which the king is required to win a game of dice for which a cow
(Dra\.7adï?) is the stake.19 This raises the question as to why the author of

the Sabhaparva wou1d choose to separate the dice episode from the rajasüya
episode and transform the outcome into a 10ss of the power and possessions
of the rightful king.

It is evident that this 10ss of kingdom and subsequent exile is directly
re1ated to the situation with which the epic opens - the etemal confliet of
the gods and the demons. This is conf'mn.ed by Dul;1sasana when he gleefully
exu1ts as the PiiJ).~avaare leaving (11.68.3-4):

praV{tta1p. Db~ÇraSya cakraJp. riijiio .mabacmanllP\
pariibbütii{l Pii"p.çlupu~vipattiJp. para.mii"rp gatii{ll\

adya devii"fz SaJP.prayatap samairvart.mabbirascbalai..P1
gU1J.ajye~çbastacbajye~çba bbüyii"rpsoyadvayaJP, pa.rai(71\
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"The reign of the great-spirited king, the son of Dhrtaragra, has begun.
The sons of P3J).Qu have 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 eIders, more cunning and more
numerous than they."20 In the absence of the avacii:ra (Kr~l).a is away battling
the demon king Salva - cf. III.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 fol1owed
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 bythe passage from a Dviipara to a Kaliyuga. 21

The significance of these momentous events is heightened by the
evident associations with Daiva, for which the gar.:te of dice is the ideal
tangible and etymological symbol.

Whatever it be, from the time the decision is taken by Dhrtaragra 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
wbich decides the harmonious or chaotic march of events as a whole.
and wbich we tranSlate. for want of a 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 Bhï~ma on the
earth). is also related to the radical div- (to gamble) (the game: devana
or dyüca. the player: devi~...). We know that Siva plays dice with bis
wlie. In short. we must never ignore the ambiguity of the dice game
wbich places maok;od under the aegis of a divine power that is pitiless
and apparently blind. At the same rime we note that K~l).a is the son of
Devakï (the player - the divine?). that Yudbi~püra enjoys a second
wlie in bis gynaeceum by the name of Devikii (the bad player?) who.
strictly speaking. plays no role in the epic but may charaeterize that of
her husband. and. finally. 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 wbich is
~.Q.a together with bis counterpart Siva.22
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In spite of dire W:l!'nings by Vidura, wbo pictures the dice scbeme as the
gate of Kali (kalidvara ) and the face of doom (vïnasamukba), Dbrtariigra is
foolisbly drawn into this net of intrigue by Duryodbana's threat of suicide
and bis own love for bis son (pucrasneha). In any case, be tells bis brother
(11.45.54 and 57):

aSubh:up vii subh:up vapi hir:up viiyadi viihitalpl
pravarraciiJp. suhrddyuc3Jp. di~tamecanna s3Jp.sayapli

daivamevaParaIP manyeyenaicadupapadyacel

"Wbether good or bad, beneficial or otherwise, the friendly game of
dice will go on, for it bas c1early been divine1y appointed (d#ta). l believe
that tbis bas occurred as a result of supreme Destiny (daiv3Jp. pararp.)." This
is evidently an expression of Daiva in the objective conditions of the world.
Wben Vidura raises the possibility of a split (bhinna) or a breacb (bheda) in
the family, be can only reply (II.51.25):

neha~a~kalahascapsyatemiiJp.

na ceddaivaJP. pratilom3Jp. bhav.i~yatl

dhiittii tu d#tasya vaSe kiled:up.

sarvaJP. jagacce~tati na svacantramll

"A quarrel in tbis matter will not trouble me, ~aetr (addressing Vidura
as "son of a slave-girl"); prcvided that Daiva will not be sa opposed This
entire cosmos does not run by itself but is obedient to the will of Dhatr (the
one who disposes)."

But whenDhrt~has finaUy got what he secretly wanted aU along.
his worries begin to mount. and we catch mm in a rare moment of
introspection(II.72.8-11):

yasmai deva1;J prayacchantipuru~iiyaparaohavaml
buddhirp. tasyiipak8r$anti sopiiCÜ2âi:zipaSya!lll

buddhaukalu~abbiitiiyatp.viniiSepratyupastbitel

anayonayasa.rp..k.iiSohrdayiinniipasarpatill
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anarchasciircharüpe1J.iirthascânarcharüpi1J.a.1)1
urti$f.banti vinasânre naraJ71 racciïsya rocarell

na kiïlo d21J.gamudyamya sira1,l iq"nrati kasyacirj
kiïlasya balameriïvad vipaririirthadarian:unll

"The gods take away the reason (buddhl) of the man to whom they
bestow defeat. He sees things reversed. When bis 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 (archa), and right tak~s the form of wrong. Rising up
before a man, they lull him into complacency. Time (kiila) does not raise the
rod of justice (d21J.ga) and come down on bis head; the power of time is just
this perverse view of things." This is an e.'Cample 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).

Yudhi~ also finds himself in the net of Daiva, for he has filial
obligations to Dhrtara~çraand has foolishly taken a vow that he would never
refuse a challenge (II.52.l5-l6 and II.53.l3). Thus he too falls prey to inner
conflict and confusion (II.52.l8):

daivaJP. prajiiaIp. cu JI1.u$-!1iiti tejaScak$uriviiparaq
dhiiCU$ca vaSamanvetipiiSairivanara1} sita.1}11

"lt is said that Daiva obscures our reason as glare blinds the eye. As if
bound by nooses, Man is controlled by Dhatr." And when he is recalled for
the second game of dice, he resigns himse1f once again to his fate (11.67.3):

dhiicurniyogiidbhütEni prapnuvanti subhiiSubhaml
naniV{ttisrayorasti devitaV)'3.l?1 punlllYadlll

"lt is by order of the Dhatr that creatures obtain success or failure. There
is.no escape from either ofthese two ifwe must play again."

64



•

•

Additional confirmation for 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 individuals 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
(III.102.2-4). 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
(lokasarp.harakiirat;liiC kalerarpsal;1 samucpanno) (XI.8.27), and that bis friend
KarJ.1a was ordained in a former time (vrtcam purii) for the purpose of
provoking a general war (XII.2.4-5). Gha~otkaca, the good (riilqasa.) son of
Bhima is created by Indra in order to neutralize the javelin (saket) he gave to
KarJ.1a (I.143.38). He is finally sacrificed in place of Arjuna on the thirteenth
day of the war (VII. 154.58). Dhmadyumna, the son of king Drupada of the
Paiicala, is born for the destruction of DroJ.1a (droIJ,avadhiiya) (I.155.40) and
the function of bis twin sister Draupadï (~.Q.a = the dark lady) is to lead the
warrior caste to their destruction (lqayarp 1qatraIp. ninï~aC1) (I.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 bis own sons as well as his
sombre warning at the death of Pii.Q.eJu have already been mentioned. He has
long seen in bis mind the perfidy of the Kaurava (I.144.7) and is able to
comfort Uuara with information concerning her sonP~t (XN.61.10) as
weil as Giindh3rl by enumerating the divine bistories and purposes of ail the
main characters of the story (XV.39.5-16). Mark3J.1eJeya, - from t'le report
of his cosmic journey tbrough the body of the cbild ~.Q.a (III.186.90ff.) ­
and Niirada 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 Niirada given a preview of the present cosmic cycle (to be described
shortly), he is able to shed considerable light on the role of Kar.Q,a (XII.2-5)
and on the post-warperiod (XV.27.15).

Disembodied voices (viiguviicasarui.r;uj heard at the birth of the Pii.Q.eJava
also comment on the roles they are called upon to play. For example,
Yudbi~ will be (1.114.6) the greatest of the upholders of the dharma
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(dharmabhrtâJp sre~ça) ...glorious (yas:lS), and full of energy (tejas) and good
conduct (vytta). And a wise brahmin added that he would rise again after
meeting great misfortune (V.132.9). Bhima (I.114.10) will be the greatest of
ail the men of strength (sarve~âJp balw.iirp. Sre~çhaP). while the t'ovins
(1.115.18) will surpass their peers in beauty (riipa) , courage (sauva) and
virtue (gu.(la).

The most revealing of these VlS10nary statements lS that which
accompanies the birth of Arjuna (I.114.29-35; V.88.65; V.135.2-5). The
seven verses at 1.114.29-35 make it quite clear that it is Arjuna - the equal
of Rama Jamadagnya and the peer of Vi~l).u in strength
(vi~.(lutulyaparii1crama)- to whom the future destiny of the world has been
entrusted, not Yudbi~çhira,the incarnation of the god Dharma. Arjuna is, of
course, the son of Indra, king of the gods (1.114.22). These associations
(Rama Tamadagnya is the previous avatara) suggest that bis task is no
ordinary one. With the help of his brothers, says the voice, he will offer up
three sacrifices (trimedhii) wbich, according to the consensus of subsequent
tradition, include the rajasiiya, the sacrifice of the war, and the :iSvamedha

that follows. Like Rama, he is destined to vanquish the kings (mahipiiliin)

and recover the prosperity (sn') of the realm. In effect, he is given the part of
the avatiira, since ~a takes no active part in the fighting. These
associations also prepare us for the truth about his inner relationship to K~l).a

- he was the r~ Nara who dwelt with Nara:yal).a at Badari in a previous age
(1.210.5; 1.219.15; II1.37.29; III.45.19 etc.). His association with K~l).a

Vasudevainbis present embodiment is also foretold at V.135.4.

Tbis avataric mission is later confrrmed by Yama, the king of the dead
and world guardian (lokapiila) of the south just before Arjuna is to visit his
father in svarga (II1.42.17-23). He is told he is the mighty ancient seer Nara
who, at the command (niyoga) of Brahma, has now become a monal to
pacify the diinava and the niviitakavaca demons. Together with Vi~u, he
willlighten the burden of the Eartb, etc. These statements cenainly have the
ring of the avatiira about them. In this respect, victory over the niviitakavaca

in svarga is among a number of tests he must undergo prior to bis main
mission. He has a1ready shown bis command of men and gods (in the form
of Indra himself at Khiil).(iava), and he must now show that he is a worthy

opponent for the more powerful forces of adbar.ma. 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 bis 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 visva.rüpa of
the avatiira bimself during K~lJ.a's personal anempt to mediate a seulement
(V.l29.l-l6). 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 vîrtually annjhjlated his side of the family
that Dhrtarii~Çra himself is made aware of the eternal secret of the gods
(devaguhy:.up saniicanam) (XI.8.34). sometbing that Yudbigbira has known
since the warning by the sage Narada at bis riijasüya to the effect that
(XI.8.33):

pfirJ.cjavap kaura'\..iiScaiva samiisiidYâparasparaml

na bhav#yanri kaUl2teyayatte1qtyaJp. tadiicarall

"The PiiJJ,ç1ava and the Kaurava will mutually destroy each 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 Dbrtarii~Çraisfinally granted
the vision of bis dead sons on the banks of the Ganges, he is able to say that
the purpose of his life has been fulfilled (prayojanarp cirarp V!fXarp. jivir:a.sya
ca me'nagLa) (XV.44.20).

But the real secret of secrets is revealed a few days later when
Yudbi~çbira finally learns (from Bbï~ma) that Narada had been privileged
with tbis information by K~~a bimself - though not in tbis birtb but in the
preceding krtayuga. Not content with bis meeting with Nara and Naray~,
the mo forms of the Lord residing at Badan. Narada decides to go to the
wbite island (sve~ dvipaiJ), a mysterious land of the blessed in the ocean of
milk (~odhil;I ) beyond Mount Meru. Here he hopes to see the Supreme
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Deity in his primeval nature (Pr::tkrtiIP 5dy:im ) (XII.322.2). Other ~i have
tried and failed in this enterprise, but due to his extreme devotion (bbakt.l),
the Lord is moved to appear before him in his Universal Form (visVariipa)
(XII.326.lff.). Not even Brahma himself bas seen this form, be is toid. But
more than thïs, Narada is offered a synopsis of the course of the three worlds
over the forthcoming cosmic cycle down to the bi.'1h of Kalkin, the avat:ïr:l
who will re-establish dbarma in the subsequent lqtayuga. Tbe linear
succession of avatilra (througb the evolutionary forms of the boar, the man­
lion. Rama, etc.) will eventually pass to Kr~a. After recounting bis early
deeds. NaraY3.lJ.a proceeds to delineate his own roIe, together with that of
Arjuna. in the events of the Mababbarata itself (XII.326.89; 846*; 90; 848';
91-92):

jardsa1p.dbaSca balav-:insarvariijavirodba1ca1J\
bhavi~yatyasura.1J spbito bbümipiilCJgirivrajel
mama buddbiparispandiidvadbasrasya bbavi~yatill

sisupiiliiIp. vadb#yiimiyajiie dharmasurasya vatl

samiigate~u ba1i~u prtbivyiitp. sarvariijasu\
viisaviÇ susabiiyo val mama byeko bbavi~till

yudbi~[biraJp.stbiipayi~yesvarajye bbriitrbbiJ:! saba\

eVa1p.lokii vadi~yanti naraniiriiYa.(2ii~l

udyuktau dabata1J ~atra1p.lokakiiry'iirtbamisvaraull

k[tvii bhiiriivatara.(2a1p. vasudhiiyiiyatbe~sitaml
sarvasiitvatamukbyiiniiIp. dvarakiiyiiSca sattamal
kari~ye pralaya1p. ghoramâ"tmajiiiitiviniiSanamll

"Jarasa.tp.dha will become king at Girivraja, a proud and powerful
demon (asura) who will quarrel with ail the kings of the earth. His death will
be engineered in accordance with my plans (lit. by the movement of my
buddhi ). l shail then kill Sisupiila at the (riija5Üya ) sacrifice of the son of
Dharma (Le. Yudhi~). to which ail the kings of the world will bring
tribute. The son of Vasava (i.e. Arjuna) will be my only assistant. l shail then
re-establish Yudhi~ and bis brothers in their own kingdom. This world
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will know me as the great Nara and NârâYaJ).a when. putting fortb effort
(udyukea). l will destroy the k~acriya for the sake of the world
(lokakaryïirtham). After the burden of the eartb has been lifted as l see fit. l
shal! wipe out (lit. undertake the re-absorption of - pralaya) al! the leading
members of the Satvata (Kr~~a'speople) as weil as the great city of Dvaraka.
by the destruction of my sublime self-knowledge (iitmajii.iiCJ)." Ail 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 bhakCJ)

God of gods, the prim<eval NaraYaJ).a Himself (XIII.App.I.No.16.203). Kr~~a
Himself is eternal Time with bloodshot eyes and club in hand (kiilo

lohitarakeiik.~a./;z~1J.o da1J.Cfi saniieana./;z.). NârâYaJ).a, kiila. 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 (surii1)ii.ma.rtha.) in this world, we must
be ready to shift our perspective, as required, from that of ~~a as the
source and substance of the world, the iidideva., to that of the multiplicity of
the things and beings in the world. From the perspective of the world (i.e.
s3.1psiira. ), including that of ~a as one of the beings in the world, the
secret of bis success is yoga. or upiiya., the skillful means that enable him to
tum the course of events to bis advantage. ~a is master of yoga
(yogesvara), and in the Œta itself yoga is defined as skill in action (karmasu
kausa.1am) (VI.24/BG.2.50).

A good example of such skill is the death of Gha~otkaca, killed by
KarJ}.a with a magic javelin (sakCJ) that couid be used only once, and had
always been intended for Arjuna. According to Biardeau, "In the killing of
Ghatoçkaca by Kama we find the central motive of the avataric myths: the
invincible gift of Indra, father of Arjuna, to the asuric warrior Kar.1J.a, has
been neutralized by the intervention of ~. Henceforth, the non­
combanant status of ~.1J.a may be doubted."24 As the P~Qava rom in

69



•

•

horror and dismay from the sight of the huge body lying on a full company
(aksaubi.(lJ.) of Kaurava troops, they are shocked to see Kr~.t:1a dancing about
in transports of joy and delight like a tree shaken by a tempest (VII.155.3).
Kr~.t:1a attribuces this lightness of heart to the success of a long-held plan co
use this riik~asa son of Bhima to divest Kar.t:1a of the one asset that remained
to him for the destrUction of Arjuna (he had al.ready been divested of his
natural armour and golden earrings). Furthermore. the otherwise in'llincible
Kan;J.a is now vulnerable to attack when the opportunity comes to Arjuna at
the time appointed for his chanot-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 K~.t:1a) the
following morning. However. in some mysterious way that the text does not
venture to explain. K~.lJ.a had always managed to stupefy (.;ID ub ) the son of
Riidhii (VJI.157.37) so that he would forget about his javelin as soon as he
entered the field of battle.

~.lJ.a goes on to list a number of incidents in which he has had a hand,
including severa! episodes in which it was not hitherto apparent that he was
in any way involved. JariisaJP,dha. 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 rajasüya of Yudhi~çhira.

However (~.lJ.a now reveals). this was possible only because he had
arranged for the neut.ralization of a mace carried by JariisaJP,dha that was
capable of slaying ail creatures. Furtbermore. there are hints that he was also
behind the decision of Dro.:.la to ask for the thumb of Ekalavya. a rival of the
young Arjuna from the ni~;;d~,tribe. Without this claim for payment on the
part of bis guru (gu.rud~ii), the ni~iida would have been incapable of
defeat by the assembled multitudes of deva. diinava. ~asa and uraga.
Later, K~.lJ.a Himself dispatches Sisupiila, the king of the Chedi, to the abode
of Yama. Thus (VII.156.22-23):

vadbiircbam casya jiito 'baman.ye~iiJp. ca suradvi~iim\l

tvatsabiiyo naravyiigbra lokiiniiJp bitakiimyayiiJ

bigimbabiika1drm.irii bbimasenena piititii.!l\
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"r was barn ta 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 ail been killed by Bhïmasena." This
implies that these deaths were also engineered by him. As he explains in the
case of Gha~otkaca (V1I.156.24-25):

haicjimbasciipyupiiyena saktyii kar.p.ena ghiititaPll

yadi byenarp niibani~yatkar.p.aP saktyii mabiimrdbel
mayii vadbyo 'bbavi~yatsa bhaimasenirg',JçotkacaPli

"1 have also slain HiQimba's son by skillful means (upiiya) - i.e.
through Kar.Q.a. If Kar.Q.a had not slain him with his javelin in a great bame, l
myself would have had ta slay Gha~otkaca, the son of B1üm.a." He then
assures Arjuna that, when the time cames, he will tell him the yoga by
which he will be able ta slay Kar.Q.a himself.

Other heroes on the Kaurava side whose deaths are later ascribed ta the
dubious machinations of K~.Q.a inc1ude (in ord~T of theïr demise)
Bhürisravas (by Siityaki), Jayadratha (at the hands of Arjuna), DroJ1.a (by

Dhmyadumna\KarJ1.a (killed by Arjuna) and Duryodhana (by B1üm.a). His
knowledge of other mines (vittajiia) (VIII.49.2) enables him ta direct events
by prompting quite uncharacteristic modes of behavior. including the use of
stratagems repugnant ta the accepted norms of the dharma. The death of
Bhurisravas,leader of the Biihlika tribe allied ta the Kaurava, occurs on the
fourteenth day of the war. Just as this famous elephant warrior is about ta
dec'lpitate Siityaki, a staunch ally of Yudhi~.25~a urges Arjuna ta
shoot off the upstretched arm that holds the sword, an ungallant act
according to the rules of single combat (VII.117.62). This enables Siityaki ta
reverse the situation by decapitating Bhurisravas when he subsequently
withdraws in praya-meditation. This Biihlika warrior, whose name translates
as "a strong sound of neighing," evokes the horse which is produced from
the churning of the mi1ky ocean (Ucc~sravas).According ta Biardeau , he {s
"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 somiè 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 - ta this brother-in-Iaw of DUI)'odbana (married ta Du~sala).

Jayadratha bas been a thorn in the side of the Pâl).ç1ava ever since bis failed
abduction of Draupadi during their forest exile (III.248). Tbe extreme tapas
he performed as a result of this bumiliation netted bim a boon from Siva that
be would be able ta keep ail 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 (finaily clubbed ta death by the son of DuI:tsasana).
Tbe web of causality is always tigbtly woven in the Mahâbbarata, with one
event leading ine.xorably ta another. In this case, Arjuna is traumatized ta the
point of making a vow ta kill Jayadratha before the sun goes down the
following evening, failing wbicb he will commit suicide by entering the
blazing fire.

Suddenly Jayadratha is the great stake of the battle, and the Kaurava
make Herculean efforts ta ensure that the Sindbu king is kept far to the rear
of the main body of troops. But the saindbava is still alive and well protected
by six mighty and heroic car-warriors of the Kaurava army as the sun is
sink;ng towards the Asta mountain. So critical is the situation that K~1J.a

decides on drastic action. l will resort to skillful means (upaya ) and (create)
a covering of darkness over the sun (srak~yiimyahamupiiyarp.

ta.miidic.yasyiipaviir31J.e) (VII.121.1009& .6). Tben, profiting from the
immediate joy and relief of the opposing side, he orders Arjuna (VII.121.16)
to:

dbanarp.jaYaSUaScbÙldbisaindbavasya dunlcmana.!J1
astaIp mabldbaraSre~tbarp.yiyiisati divuara.!J1I

"Cut off the head of the evil-minded king of the Sindhu, Dhan~jaya.
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 Vrddh~atrahad uttered a curse
to the effect that the head of the man who would cause bis son's head to fail
on the ground would break into a hundred pieces. Here we have yet another
example of destiny being known at birtb from a bidden voice (ancarbitii vi4UJ
(VII.12l.18). Duly warried bX ~a, Arjuna is able to charge bis magic
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arrows with mantra, snatcb away the bead like a bawk snatcbing away a
smailer bird, and by repeated sbots. direct the airborne bead to the lap of
Vrddb~atra wbo just bappens to be praying in the nearby woods. As the
father rises from bis prayers. the bead fails to the ground and bis own head
splinters into a bundred pieces. Wben ligbt returns, the Kaurava realize to
their cost that the darkness (camas) had been an illusion (maya) created by
Vasudeva (VII.121.1025*.3).

If we accept. once again. the interpretation of Biardeau, this death of
Jayadratha is an important tuming point of the war. It announces the end of
caste disorder, symbolized on the one hand by Vrddh~atra (a k$amya

affecting the life of a brabmin) and, on the other, by Dro.Q.a (a brahrnjo
affecting the life of a k~amya), the ne.xt major figure to be killed. Dro.Q.a's
appetite for battle is first undermined by the hosts of heaven who inform him
in the midst of the fighting that bis 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 Kr~.Q.a counsels Y\ldhi~Pùra - the son of
Dharma no less - to lie about the death of his son Asvatthaman, charging
that under the conditions of the moment "faisehood (anrtaJp.) is superior to
trUth (s3cyam)" (VII.164.98). Bhima has just killed an elephant by the same
name. When Yudhi~çhira confirms the fact that "Asvatthaman is dead" ­
adding the word "elephant" in an indistinct whisper - Dro.Q.a completely
loses heart and is beheaded by his own student D~~adyumnawhen in a
state of yoga (yogayukc3van) (VII.165.35),27 In this respect, bis death
symbolizes not only the end of caste disorder, but aiso the epic teaching
regarding the sacrifice of battle as being the proper sacrifice of the warrior
- who thereby becomes the sacrificiai victim, priest, and patron of the
sacrifice al! in one. Furthermore, Dro.Q.a·s assumptio.c. of a yogic trance and
the fact that he is, in any case, a warrior-brahmin, aiso suggest that, in order
to be effective, this sacrifice sbould be a yogic act, u.c.dertaken 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 reai Asvatthiiman, who is understandably furious at
this deception. He unleashes the NiiraYa.Q.a. a magic weapo.c. symbolizing the
universai force of the "brabman" against wbich the k$atra power of Bhima is
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powerless. The yuga symbolism is particularly appropriate when one knows
the role of Asvatthaman, the incarnation of Mah:ideva (=Siva), .-\.ntaka
(death), Kama (desire) and Krodha (anger). who is gi'ven the task of
completely annihilating the remnants of the P:iJ).ç1ava forces at the end of the
war (VII.171.6).

yatbii dagdhvii jagatlqtsD.:up. samaye sac:u-.Icaram!
gacchedagnirvibhor:isy:up. catbiistr:up. bhïmamihTIlotli

"As the }-uga-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 DroJ:la's son began to penetrate
the body of Bhïmasena." Once again, however, it is K~J:la and Arjuna - this
time as NaraY3.J:la 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 Bhïma, they resort to the power of miiyii (VII.l71.11) and manage
to neutralize (praci -Ihan ) the power of the NaraY3.J:la by forcing Bhima to lay
down (Le. sacrifice) bis own weapons.

The death of KarJ:la has already been predicted by Yama just prior to
Arjuna's sojoum in svarga (III.42.lff.). KarJ:la is the tragic anti-hero of the
Mahabharata who exhibits a strange mixture of pride. arrogance and
malignity. yet is also capable of great generosity to brahmins and loyalty to
bis friend Duryodhana. Tbis loyalty is carried to the point of refusing a
suggestion by K~J:la to change the course of history by exposing his true
identity to Yudbi~~(V.l38.6ff.). He knows that a script has been written
for him. but accepts bis fate with equanimity. Caught between bis duty to
Duryodhana and the realization that bis 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 bis army playing the part of the wife (V.l39.29-49). He tells
~J:l3. (V.l39.46-49):

yadiid~yasimiirp ~1J.a D.i.bac:up. sary'asiicinat
pUJlaSciciscadiiciisyayajiiasyiitba bhavi,syacill

du1;Isasanasya rudhiraJp. yadiipasyacip~çfava1;I1
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ânard:up nardatal;1 samyaktada suty:up bbav.i~yatill

yada droIJ:up ca bbi~m:up ca piiiiciilyau patay.i~yatal;11

tadayajiïavaSân:up tadbhav#yatijaniirdanall

duryodban:up yada banta bhimaseno mababalal;11

tada samapsyteyajii.o dbiirtara~fr3.syamadhavall

"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 PiiJJ.ç1ava drinks the blood of
Du~sasana, bellowing his roar, it will be the soma draught. When the rwo
Paiicalya fell DrolJ.a and Bhï~ma, that will be the conclusion of the sacrifice,
o Janardana. When the mighty Bhïmasena kills Duryodhana, then the great
sacrifice of the Dhartara~çra will end." And he admits bis own part in the
destruction that looms ahead (V.1412). As Chaitanya PUts it, in Kan:ta:

we have a splendid portrait of a man who triumphed over the tragic to
relish its austere yet resplendent beauty. Kan:ta 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 ritual music of the
war-drums, trumpets and conches. He describes what he sees in bis
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. Kan:ta knows that he will be
bumed up in this flaming sacrificial fire. But no regret lingers; instead,
there is a surging euphoria, because bis 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 Kan:ta occur at this
moment so near to bis 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 bom is
this tremendous holocaust; he recognizes that Yudbi~will be a
better man for the reconstruction than himself or Duryodhana; he asks
~lJ.a not to disclose bis real identity as the son of KuntI since
Yudbi~~would not be able to take up the role for wbich he is the
fittest person.29
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KarJ).a ob,,-ïously already bad an inkling about bis role in pro\'oking the
war of the Mabiibbarata. He dreams of Yudbigbira and bis brothers
ascending to a thousand-pillared palace, wbile K~l).a drapes the blood-fouled
eartb with entrails (V. 141.27-29).

The purpose of his existence - decided, once again, by the gods - was
to pave the way for the warnor caste to get to beaven (XII.2.4-5):

k~atraJP svargaJP kathaJP gaccheccbastrapütamitiprabbol
saJPgb~ajananastasmiitkanyiigarbbo vin.ïrmica.P11

sa biilastejasiiyukta.P sücaputratvamiigata.P1

"How, my Lord, the k~atriya, cleansed by weapons, sbould 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, be became the son of
a süta ." As Biardeau points out, "Being the son of Sürya is not a curse per
se, quite the contrary since the regular course of the sun is necessary for the
well-being of the world. But to be born out of wedlock and abandoned by bis
mother takes the son of Sürya 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 ofànti-Arjuna to the extent thal
his relationship to Duryodhana is symmetrical with that of Arju'la to
Yudhi~~. In Narada's own brief summary of his trajectory through this
world (XII5.11-15):

briillmat;lasyabbisapenariimasyacamabatmana.{ll
kuntyiiSca varadiiIlenamayayaca satakrato-1J1I

bbï~mavamiiIlatsaJPkhyayiiJprathiiIliimardbakirtaniitj

salyàttejovadbaccapivasudevanayenacali

rudrasya devarajasya yamasya varu.(lasya cal
kuveradro.(layoscaivakrpasya camabatmana.{lll

astrà..(li divyiinyadayayudbigii.rJ.divadbanvaniij
bito vaikartana-1J kar1].o divak:arasamadyuti-1J1I
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evalp saptastava bhrJta bahubhiscapi v:i.!Jcita(J1

"As a result of a Brahmin's curse (abhisiipa), as also of the curse of the
great Rama (Jamadagni), of the boon (vara) granted to Kuntï and the illusion
(miiyii) practised on him by Satakratu (=Indra) of his being counted by
Bhi~ma 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 weapol'-s provided to Arjuna by Rudra and Indra (devariija)
and Yama and VarulJ,a and Kubera and DrolJ,a and the great-souled Krpa. the
wielder of the GiüJ.c;Iiva succeeded in slaying Vikartana's son KarJ:la, shining
like the Sun (diviikara = Sürya). 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 bis royal status (improperly conferred
by Duryodhana) with the briihmalJ,ical powers that would ensure bis triumph
over Arjuna. When these powers are for ever denied him through these two
curses, bis doom is sealed.31 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 (VIII.63.30ff.). As
might be expected. the gods (notably Indra) are on the side of Arjuna and the
demons (plus the god Sürya as the renegade sun) are on the side of KarJ:la.
Differences and disputes arise on ail sides, but Brahmii must clearly throw
bis support to Arjuna in the interests of the gods (devakiiryaJp.). The outcome
is never reaily in doubt since, as K~lJ,a points out to his protégé, a 'victory for
KarlJ,a would be the final end of the whole universe (VIII.63.77).

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

kiilo hyaddaSYo J1!Pa vipra.siipii­

nnidariayaakarIJavadha1p.bruv~~1
bhümistu cakraJP.grasatÏo/avoca­
skar.r;tasyatasminvadhakiile'bhyupetel
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xadbbârgavo'pyasya dadau mabâ!lIliïJ

"At that time, when the hour of KarJ.1a's death had come, 0 king, Kala
(i.e. Time personified), approaching invisibly, alluding ta the curse, and
desirous of informing KarJ.1a that his death was near, told him 'the earth is
devouring your wheel.' Indeed, when the time of his death had come, the
great Brahmil-weapon that the Bhârgava had given him escaped his
memory." KlU"J.1a pleads for time, but Kr~J.1a has no compunction about
urging a reluctant Arjuna to take this opportUnity ta finish him off. As
Arjuna inspires his magic arrow ("resembling NaraYaJ.1a's discus") with
mantra into a mighty force. the entire universe of mobile and immobile
creatures begins to shake. He finally strikes off his enemy's head "like Indra
striking off the head of Vrtra" (V1lI.67.24) and a light is seen leaving the
lifeless corpse ta pass into the sun.

The syrobolic necessity of his llie becomes even more apparent,
according ta Biardeau, when we discover tht: parallel between his death at
the hands of Arjuna-K~J.1aand the cosmic process associated with the end of
theworld.

At the same time as he promotes the destruction of the war, Arjuna's
task is also ta limit it and ta prepare the fecundity of the 'remnant.' As
grandfather of Parïksit and close associate of the avatiira, this is
effectively the part he plays, but this part necessarily includes the death
of KlU"J.1a: it is NarayaJ.1a's task ta preside over the 'humid' and fecund
period of the pralaya after putting an end ta the conflagration with the
help of the clouds brought by Vilyu. At the epic level it is the
responsibility of the king, Indra's son, ta put limits on the fires of war.
This is the meaning of the death of KarJ1.a: 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 adbarma, just as the death of Jayadratha announced the
death of DroJ.1a and the end of the disorder of the var.(2a. We are thus
able ta understand the final scene when Arjuna kills KarJ.1a by profiting
from the instance when the wheel - cakra - of the hero's chariot sinks
into the earth and he tries in vain ta free it.32
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As Karl).a bimself bad been only too aware, the concluding rite of the
great sacrifice of the Dbartarâgra in this war is the death of Duryodbana at
the hands of Bbima. Here, too, the work of Kr~l).a 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 "miiyii" (IX.29.7). K~l).a immediately urges Yudhi~çhira(IX.30.6-7):

miiyiivina irniiJp miiyiiJp miiyayiijabi bbararal
miiyiivimiiyayii vadbya.tJ sao/ametadyudbi~~irall

kriyiibbyupiiyairbabulair.m.iiyiimapsuprayojyabal
jabi tvaJp bbarataSre~~apiipiittniin:up. suyodbanamll

"With your own powers of illusion (miiya) , 0 Bhiirata, destroy the
illusion of this master of illusion (miiyiivin = Duryodhana). A master of
illusion should be slain with illusion. This is the truth, 0 Y\ldhi~çhira. With
acts (kriya) and means (upiiya) and applying your power of illusion (miiyii)
to these waters, slay, 0 best of the Bhiirata. 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 in the lives of the gods (IX.30.8-14). Then. when Yudhi~çhira ­
out of compassion (anukrosa) - gives Duryodhana the choice of arms in
single combat with any one of the PiiI).ç1ava. ~.I}.a is furious (IX.32. 7):

tadid:up. dyuramarabdb:up. punareva. yatbiipuraj

vi~am:up. sakunescaiva tava caiva viSiiIp. patell

"You have once again initiated a dangerous game of chance similar to
the one in former days between yourself and Sakuni. 0 lord of the people."
In facto the situationconstitutes a reversa! 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
warrïors. but modelled as closely as possible on the dice game because
everything must be resolved at a stroke - though this time it is Yudhi~
who has a substitute to fight in l:iis place and to cheat. something he cannot
do himself."33 However, ~I).a is understandably worried since he knows

79



•

•

that none of the brothers is a match for Duryodhana with the mace. not even
the powerful Bhïma who boldl)' offers a challenge.

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

pratbicoctara'lledisii de'llalokeprajâpace.(lll

casminmabiipU!J.yacame trailokyasya saniitane!
sarp,griime nidhanarp, prilpya dhruvarp. svargo bhavi~yacill

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

duryodhana ici khyiica.(l sa ce kii:ryaJp kar#yacel
carp, ca prilpya mabipiilarp, k{1::11crtyii bhavi~yasill

"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 ail responsibility for the crimes against humanity they have
committed (XV.16.1-2):

na cadduryodhanak[talp. na ca cadbhavaCii krcarp.1

na karJ}asaubaliibhyiitp ca kuravoy~ayarp.gatiiPli

daivam cacro vijii.aimo yan.aa sakyarp. prabiidhiroml

daivarp. puru~akiireJ}a na sakyamacivarciromll

"The destrUction that has overtaken the Kuru dynasty was not brought
about by Duryodhana. It was not brought about by you (i.e. Dhrtarii~). Nor
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was it brought about by KarJ;la or the son of Subala (i.e. Sakuni). We know
full well that it was brought about by daiva and that there was no avoiding
it. There is no way that daiva can be resisted by human exertioll
(puru~akiira)." He concludes that since everything is due to destiny (sarv21p

daivalqt21p - v. 9). Duryodhana should be allowed to sport blissfully in
svarga.

For the final act (avabhrtba) of the sacrifice of the Dhart~çra to be
concluded. however (VI1.77.18). il is imperative that Duryodhana be
killed.34 It is the task of K~J;la. the master controller of Da.iva • to give the
necessary push in the right direction. and. once again. he does this by urging
the P~c;lava to resort to what amounts to unfair means. The term he uses is
"anyayena .. - by a method wbich is not according to rule (nyaya.). as
opposed to .. dharmena." i.e. according to the dharma (IX.57.17). Arjuna is
tberefore encouraged to give Bhïm.a a sign that the time 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 P~c;lava camp in the
face of the angry denunciations of Balarama and others prompts a vigorous
response from K~J;la that not only offers an interesting lesson in epic
morality but also throws light on his own role in the fighting. In bis view.
such a stratagem is justified by the fact that the P~c;lava had lost the
kingdom by unfair means in the first place and also by the need for Bhïm.a to
fulfil his vow. But beyond this is the bitter truth that the Macbiavellian
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 agaïnst the
asura.. K~J;la then goes on to admit that he himself is responsible for their
demise (IX.372*; IX.60.57; 61-62):

nai~a sakyttP~adacittuhancuJ?l dbarme1J.apartbivttPl

ce va bhï$mamukh2P sarvema.he~iisama.hiiratb2P1

mayanekairupayaiscumayayogena ciisakrC\

haCiisce sarva evajau bhavar..'iql hicam.icchaCiij

yadi naiV3.1p.vidh3.1p. jacu kuryiilp. jihm.ama.h3.1p. r3.1J.el

81



•

•

kuco '1'0 'l'ijayo bbüy~ kur.o riijy:up. kuco db:ul:unl

upiiyfi 'l'ibicfi byece mayii Casm:innarJdbip:ll)1

:ulyacbiipiiJ}.qa'l'ey:in.iiJp. niibba"j~yajjay~ k\'acicjl

na ca '1'0 brdi karta"yiiJp. yaday:up. gbiiCico nrp~1

micbyavadbyascacbopfiyairbaha~ sar.ravo·dbik:ll)\1

pürvairanugacomiirgo de'l'airasuragbiicibbi-1J1

sadbb:sciiD.ugac~ p:ulcb:ll) sa sarvairanugamyace\l

"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 Bhï~ma at their head. It is l who killed them on the batt1efield with the
use of various stratagems (upiiyii) that include my maya and my yoga, for l
desired your welfare. Indeed, had l never acted in this deceitful manner
(jibma) during the battle, what would have happened to your victory, your
kingship and your riches? It was my upiiya that sealed the fate of these kings
who could not be vanquished in any other manner by the PiùJ.~ava....Do not
worry about the fact that your enemy has been killed. l had to kill your more
numerous enemies by means of these dubious stratagems (micbyopaya). 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
ASvatthaman for whom Duryodhana was brought down "by a most infamous
aet" (sunrSaIp.sena.karmaJ}.ii - IX.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
~lJ.a 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 relationsbip to the conflict as a whole we
must retum to an event that took place just before the outbreak of hostilities
(V.129.1-15). Alter a last-ditch appeal to Duryodhana had failed, K~lJ.a

offers dramatic proof of bis divine power in the form of a theophany
reminiscent of the subsequent manifestation of bis Universal Form
(vïsva.rüpa.) for the benefit of Arjuna in chapter Il of the Bhag~"l7adgmi.At
first sight.this extraordinary display before the entire Kaurava court might
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appear to symbolize the tradition31 opposition between the party of the gods
and the party of the asura (now Led by Duryodhana). However, as Biardeau
has noted, "a doser look reve31s Rudra among the divinities present ­
Rudra who appears in Asvatthaman and even in Krpa in the forro of the
Rudra - as weil as Brahmâ - whose presence is assured in the Duryodhana
camp in the form of Dr0.t?-a, incarnation of Brhaspati, and the Sun - the trUe
father of Kar.t?-a."3S We find addition31 support for this view in the fact that
Kr~.t?-a leaves the assembly hand-in-hand with both Satyaki (who will fight on
the side of the Pâ.t?-ç1ava) and Krtavarman (who has already offered bis
services to Duryodhana).36 And he already has one foot in the Kaurava camp
in the form of the gopi niirâ"Ja!2a army bequeathed to Duryodhana ­
foilowing his own recruitment by Arjuna as a non-combattant in the Pii.t?-ç1ava
forces (V.7.15).

Although the crimürti of Brahma, Vi~.t?-u and Siva (or Rudra) is
explicitly mentioned on only one occasion in the epic (foilowing III. 256. 30
of the Critical Edition as per Appendi.'C 27), the three gods are assimihted to
each other on numerous occasions, notably in the Narayaniyaparva section of
the Siintiparva where~amakes the claim that (X1I.328.21; 23; 24):

abamatmahi lokiiniirp visviiniirppâ{lçfunandanal

tasmadatmiinamevagre rudrarp. s~püjaya:m yabamll

yast~ vetti sa ma vetti yonu taqI sa hi miinzanul

rudroniirâ"YaJ}.aScaivasattVamek~dvidhiilq'taml

"1 am the soul of ail the worlds, 0 son of Pii.t?-ç1u. And Rudra is my very
soul; therefore l always adore Him....He who knows Rudra knows Me; he
who foilows Him foilows Me 31so. Rudra is Naray~. Both are One Seing
in two forms" (cf. also III.187.5-6; X1I.330.64). And ~.t?-a goes on to
explain how (XII.330.67-70):

maya tvaJ?1 ra.k§itoyuddhe mabiintaqI praptaVâ{ljayamll

yasro te so'grato yatiyuddhe s~praLyUpastbitel
t~ viddhirudrarp. kaunteya devadevarp. kapardinamll
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k:il~ sa eva k3.thic~ Modhajeci may:i Ca \'30\

nihacâtpscena v3.i pfirv3..!p. hacav:inasi v3.i ripfinll

"Under my protection you have won a great victory in battle. Know. 0
son of Kunti, that Re whom you saw going before you in battle was none
other than Rudra, that god of gods known as Kapardin and also as Time
(kaIa). They say Re was born of my wrath. Those foes you [think you] have
slain were, in fact, first slain by Rim." This only confirms what Arjuna
already knew from previous conversations with Kr~l).a (VI.33/BG.l1.33) and
Vyasa (VII.173.2ff.) respectively - that he had been the instrument of the
Supreme Divinity during the battle (nimicramiitrarp), revealed in the
"terrible" form of Vi~l).u or in the form of a mysterious figure, lance in hand,
who destroys al! his foes ahead of him (which turns out to be Siva). This
prompts Janamejaya to remark that (XII.331.9):

na cirnup. lq'ravâtpsrarra yadiiryo me dbanlllp.jaya.!ll
vasudevasabiiyoy~prapraviiJJ.jayam urramam\l

"With Vasudeva as his ally my ancestor DhanaJ1:ljaya accomplished
nothing e.xtraordinary in achieving that great victory at Kuruk~etra."

In effect. what the Supreme Divinity in the form of Kr~l).a reveals by
these happenings is not so much Ris 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 tbis conflict. As the avariira. Kr~l).a

necessarily takes the side of the dharma. Rowever. 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 avatâra is cal!ed for. In
His true nature sub specie iBrerniracis. Re embodies a Daiva which
rranscends the destiny of the three worlds with their petty jealousies of gods
and asura.

~I).a (and the Daiva He controls) thus emerges as the driving force
behind the conflict as a whole. and whatever partiality is shown for the
PàI).Qava is an expression of a greater fatality of which they are only dimly
aWare (cf. aiso VI.29/B.G.7.6; XII.337.90S"; XII.337.68-68 etc.). His ..ital
role is later acknowledged in a profusion of bbakti sentiment as K~l).a
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prepares ta return ta D'I."âraka after the fune•.!! rites of the slain heroes have
been concluded. Aiter worshipping him as the Lord of the Uni'l."erse "'ho
creates, maintains and destro)"s the cosmos of mobile and immobile creatures
(schfir:luj3J}.g3.1Il3.1Il) for His pla)"ful sport (rati1:z kriç1iimayt) , Arjuna continues
(XIV.51.l7-20 and 45):

id::up. ciidbbutamatyarth:1J!l k[t3.1IlasmatpriyepsayaJ

yatpiipo nibata1:z s::up.kbye kauravyo dbrrarii$traja1:z1
tvayii dagdb:1J!l bi tatsainy::up. mayii vijit3.1Ilii.haveli

bbavatii tatJcrt::up. karma yenii'vâpto jayo maya]
duryodbanasya s::up.grJ.me tav'a buddbiparJ.kr=ai1:z11

kar.r;Jasya ca vadbopiiyoyachiivats::up.pradarSita1:z1
sa.in.dbavasya ca piipasya bbüriSr:lvasa eva cali

iy::up. bi vasudbii sarviiprasiidiittava miidbaval
asmiinupagatiivïryanÏbatiiSciipisacravai:zll

"The destruction in battie of the Kaurava, the son of Dhrtadistra, that. ..
you (i.e. ~l;la) 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 ta your actions (karma) that victory is
mine. It was the power of your mind (buddbl) that showed the way (upiiya)
for effecting the destruction of Duryodhana in battle, as also of Ka.n:ta and
the evil Sindhu king (i.e. Jayadratha) and of Bhürisravas." And Yudhi~P1ira

adds (v. 45): "It is through your grace (prasiida), 0 Ma:dhava, that the whole
earth, great hero, has been subjugated by us, and our enemies have ail been
slain." Though not an active participant in the fighting, K~J;la has somehow
managed to rom 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 juncrore in the course of time.

In a later dialogue, the dying Bhï~ma alSo reminds Yudhi~P1ira that
what he has won is due only to the subtle behind-the-scene maneuverings of
~l;lalNarayal;J,a. Using the sacrificial imagery found throughout the
Mahiibharata, he reveals that (XIII. App. 1. No. 16. 175-187):
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t:JV:J pfirth:Jj:Jy:J1} krcsn:Js,avakîrtistatbâtula]

tavey;:up prthiVïJerLsnânârâYa{laSamâsrayâ~

ayarp nfitbasta vficintyo yasya nfiriiYa{lo hrdil

sa bhaviinbhümipâahvarytï ra{lâgnau hutavii.nn!Piinl

k~fJai} sruvefJa mahatâyugiintâgnisamena vaiJ

duryodhanastu socyo'sau saputrabhrâtrbiindhavai}1

krcaviinyo 'budh:J1} kopiIddhan"gfiJ;J.rjïvavigrahaml

daiteyii diinavendrdScamahaJciiyii mahiibal~1

cakriignau k~ayamâpanniidiiviignau salabhâival

pratiyoddhurp. na sakyo hi miinu~aire~asarpyugel

nihïnai1Jpuru~avyiighrasattvaSaktibaliidibh.i1J1

jayo yoyarp yugiintiibhai} savyasiicï ra{lâgraga1J1

tejasiihataviinsarvarp. suyodhanabalarp nrPal

"Your complete victory, 0 son of Prthii, your matchless achievements,
and the dominion you have achieved over the whole earth are all due to the
protection of NaraYaJ:la. Because you have the inconceivable NaraYaJ:la in
your heart, you have become an Adhvaryu for pouring multitudes of kings as
libations on the blazing !ire of battle. This K~.t].a was your great sacrificial
ladle resembling the all-destroying fire that appears at the end of the yuga.
Duryodhana, with his sons, brothers and ldnsmen was much to be pitied
inasmuch as, moved by wrath, he made war with Hari and the wielder of
Gii.t].giva (i.e. Arjuna). Many sons of Diti (i.e. demons), many foremost of
Danava, of huge bodies and vast strength, have perished in the fire of ~.t].a's

discus like insects in a forest conflagration. How incapable, then, must
human beings be of battling agaïnst that K~.t].a, - human beings who, 0
tiger among men, are destitute of strength and might. As regards Jaya (i.e.
Arjuna), he is a mighty yogin resembling the all-destroying yuga-!ire in
energy. Capable of drawing the bow equally with both hands, he is always in
the vanguard of the fight. With his energy, 0 king, he has siain all the troops
of Suyodhana."

The reference to Kr~.t].a as NaraYaJ:la. the intermediate form of the
Supreme Divinity who contains the worlds within himself at the end of a
cosmic period (kalpa) , suggests. according to Biardeau, a symbolic link
between bis various tricks and stratagems and bis 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. They
fought truly for the dharma and not for themselves"}8

1 P. L:>.!,The 'lo'ob'ont' QfV",,, (Delhi: Vikas Publishing House, 1980), p. 8.

2 \Ve have alrc::ld)· drawn attention to the :lSSociation in the lndi:1n context with the '"la\\' of the fisb."
equi.....uent to our Mlaw of the jungle ," ::l premonition that the big fisb will scon stan: C:lting the- little fisb.

3 Bi3rdeau," Erudes de mythologie hindou ('1)," in Byllt:'tjn dt l'eçplt' !r;tocajs\' d'EnrCml' QOl'nI 65
(1978): 223. In the ~l:>.h~bh"""t:l itself, chis dilution of responsibilitr is ju>'uied in lbe conversation
between Death and GautamI with Kma and the l'owler and the serpent. Cf. XIll.I.lff.

4 B~a is the son cf S:ul1tanu br the goddess Gnng~ who is cursed b)' the sage VnSistha [0 endur,- an
enrthly existence as an expiaticn for the celesti:>.! fclly of >'e:>.ling the ccw of plen!)'.

S Biardeau, !\DDlm;re as (1976·77): 183.

6 "KiqJ tu miltu~ s:l vnigulJ)":Id, Andba eva bb",'i~.,.ri".I.IOO.IO.Wc sense a touch of ircny in the earlier
epithets - Dhrtnr':i;;rn was hnrdly blessed with m:>.h5bbilgn. In addition, it may be no<cd that Dbrtnrlstra
is not the deserving ,'ictim through any fault cf his own, but mu>, pay the priee for "the fault of bis
mcthcr and the wrath cf a sage" - milturdo~5d ~e~ J:op5d (1. 61.78).

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

8 Dumézil c1nims that Dhrtnr':i;;rn and PàQ.du =. in fact. the respective incarnations of the pre.vedic gods
VntUIl" and Bhaga, and lbat Vidura is the incarnaticn cf Ar)-nman (cf. M>lhe .:1 Epopee I. p. 156).
Hcwever. chis is nct bom cut by the facts cf the stety itself. Dhrt~ is an incarnaticn cf a gandbarvn
king.

9 This is the f= cf a tradition:>.! three-pnn divisicn cf the M:>.h~bh"""t:l.Tbe ctber twC are war (yUddba)
and the eventu:>.! victct)' Vayn) cf the new dharma that rises cut of the ashes cf the cId wcrld crder. (cf.
1.54,19). This btinging cf a new dharma by the avatiü':l could cnly result in the inauguration of • new
k(tnyuga, prebably symbolized by the reign cf P~t. Of course, the ?uranic traditicn Iccates the
Mnh~h~awar at the juncticn cf the dv5parn and the J::iliyugn. But hcw can the avatiü':l inaugurate a
bliyugn? Biardeau has made an extensive nnnlj"Sis of chis issue.

10 Sukthank:lr.Thr MriJojng gfthr MjlhiIbhIirnm. pp. 44-45.

12 Biardeau. "Etudes (V)" p. 104.

13 Illis1. p. lOS.

14l!lill. p. 103. The salvivic tcne is suggested by the pnrnllel sbe finds between the death cf Siiupllla,
pnrticularly the manner in which his <cjas "salutes" (./vn.nrJ) and is "abscrbed" ("';vep) into Kr>na pricr
tc the ccremony (II. 42.23-24), and tile .bsc<ptioo. cf lbe wcrlds!ntc Knlla desetibed in chapter Il of
the Bhngavndgit3.

lS cr.n.72.28. ~PilJ;lcil1nri1jasyn:sut:li~iSrir:ulu=5:PilJ;lcmIPiIJ;l<jovlInec5n; daivasmcpasnrpnri.
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1(j The second g;L":1C is :ymbclically rcqt.:ired to prov'ide for 3 "re:::ul~t" to e:-S.lre the :cn.:Uss:u:.ce of tbe
world a:'1d of the dh:trm~ Cf. Biardeau ........... t:jJ;r:, 80 (1971-72): 132.

17 Biarde.u, "Etudes (IV)" p.206.

18 Bi.U'dc:LU points out Chat from the point of ....iew of the Kaur:L....·a. the Pànda....":l :lI'e the sacri!ici::ll ....'icti=.s
mat ha....e been released instead of bcing killed. Cf. "nov;)ire 80 (1971·72): 130.

19 Biarde.u, "Etudes (lV)," pp. 206-207:lnd "Etudes ('1): pp. 101-106.

2C>rhe de•• and the "SUro were both f.thered by K.syap•• the llSU,.. being the older brothers (d. 1.60.33;
IIl.3158).

21 Both the riljosaya and the dicing bave their countotp:l1'tS her:l!ding the ultim.te dec..ise of
Duryodh:lnolK:l1i. Thus the gobllr:lJl' or c,we raid - oIso :ln integrol port of the r;rjosaya ceremon)'­
will result in the humili.tion of Duryodh:ln' in Book IV. Cf. Annyrnre 86 (1977-78): 152, The eVents of
the dicing will be re-en.eted during the m'ce duel berween Duryodb:ln' :lnd Bbim. in Book IX. This
Umc, however. Duryodh... is the one who fights oIone whileYud~ is rcpresented by Bbim. who
wins by' single -tbrow" of the m.ce - oIso involving. ruse. cf. /lnnunire 90 (1981-82): 147.

22 ~bdelcineBiarde.u. 1 r MphilbbilQl[p 1(paris: FI=arion, 1985), p. 206.

23It m.y be noted th.t he oIso has ollies in the undcrworld in the form ofUlllpl, d.ughter of the king of the
sno.kes - he has • cbild by her (1.206.34); ond he has mostered the g311db:uw. (in. night b.we with
Citr=lth., king of the g311db:uw., who gives mm • c1:ùt''Oyant power - 1.158.40).

24 M.deleine Biarde.u, 1 e M.h.bhmrn II (paris: A=arion.1986).p. 138.

25-0n the contr:Uj'. S.ty:Lki - whose nome denotes the totn1ity of <bings - is th.t ""Pect of the presence of
Krsn. in the Pond.va comp by which he prepares for the renewol of the world ond of the dharm. by
proteetïng • 'remn:lnt' of hum311 existence. Bhurisrovos on the other hond. is • Kuru. grandson of.
youager brother of Som=u and son of Som.d.tt:l" cf. Biarde.u. /lnnY';re 86 (1977-78): 145.

26 Biarde.u, /lnnnire 90 (1981-82): 151.

27 Bec.use of this folsehood, Yud~'s chariot, which h.d oIw.)'S flo.ted • few inches .bove the
ground. now Cames down to the e:uth.

28 Biarde.u, "Etudes (!V): p. 252.

29 Chai=y., Thr "1.b.bbjlroto. pp. 444-445.

30 Biarde,u,/lnnY'ire86 (1977-78): 143.

31 The first eurse demes mm the br:ûLmanic power and the second to.kes aw.y the royal powcrs he obt:lined
from Duryodhan. (ond loter olso from Jar3s:lllldh.).

32 Biarde.u. "Etudes ('1): pp. 174-175. Dumezil regards this combot involving the SOn of the Sun and the
son of Indra as the eorthly transposition of the old m)'tb where Indra himself triumphs over the Sun by
-te:uing off" or "steoling- or "sinking- one of the whecis of his chariot. cf. Dumezil. Mythr e' f,poptr!
p.137.

33 Biarde,u.l\DnY'ire 89 (1980-81): 249.
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34 Tbe :n"~bb.r..b:l cc::tioned by Krsn:l hcre is the final bath undcrg:onc by the person pcrforrni.ng the
s:1crifîce.

35 Biord••u, 'IDDU.;rt 84 (1975-76): 171-1.

36 le C:1)" me be D,oted chat, altbougb supporting: the PlndavOl as a. result of :l wisc dccision by Arjunol.
K~a has :ùrC:td>· seen to it tbat bis gopi ~~>·an:l :lt'm>" will fisht - higbl)" successfull:r as it turns out
- on the side of the K3Ur:J,,,"'3S.

37 Cf. Biard••u, 'IDDyajrt 87 (1978-79): 150.

38 Bi:ardeau. l t Mjlbilbh;tr;tti] Il p. 321 .
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v - Puru~akara

Tbe evidence so far presented would suggest that Daiva bas a
number of aspects depending on the perspective taken. On the one
band. Daiva is the eterna! rbythm of the Supreme Divinity
(puru~ottama. K~.Q.a as prima! God or iidideva) in bis socio-cosmic
role as regulator of i:l::e various classes of mobile and immobile
creatures (cariicara: stbiiJJ.ujaJJ.gama). For example we are told at
V.66.12-13 that:

kiilacakraIp. jagaccakraIp. yugacakraIp. ca kesaWiPI
iitmayogena bhagavanparivartayatenisamll

kiilasya ca hi mrcyosca ja1J.gamastbiivarasya cal
iSate bhagavaneka.1J saryamecadbravfmi tell

"Tbe blessed Kesava (= Kr~a) ceaselessly drives the wbeel of
rime, the wbeel of the Universe, the wbeel of the yuga in a ceaseless
round by means of bis own yoga. Wbat l say is the truth. The Lord
alone governs rime and death. and the mobile and immobile
creatures." The world is kept in motion by the great Mahayogin "as if
in play" - krïçfanniva (V.66.10). and the rise and fall of human
societies are part and parcel of the eternal mahiiyoga that governs
the various phases of rime. From this perspective Daiva and Kiila
(cosmic rime) are one, although, from our limited vantage point, the
mechanics of the proco.:ss must remain a mystery. Al! 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 (Yudbi~ as king
Dharma) to the forest wilderness, i.e. to the outer peripheries of the
human world.

Significandy, adharma is not a product of o/ranny (Duryodhana
was generally loved by the citizenry of Hastinapura), but is fostered
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• by a reversa! of the traditiona! functional reiationships of societv.
Instead of fulfilling their leadership roie as kings and protectors. the
k~arrixa are seen to abandon their responsibilities for lives of partial
renunciation (e.g. Bhï~ma) or pleasure (e.g. PâI:lçlu). Br.lhmins such
as Dro.ç.a and Asvatthiiman also deviate l'rom their appointed roie by
emplo)'ing their spiritual energies for the accumulation of material
wea!th and to achieve supremacy in the art of weaponry. both
traditional preserves of the k~arrixa.

On the other hand, a significant shift occurs when the matter is
viewed from the leve1 of the avatilra, 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 K~.ç.a could reduce the world
to ashes with His manas (i.e. as the Mahayogin He could easily
erase al! thought of the world from His consciousness), He now acts
as if to confuse the world (lokarp sarpmobayanniva) , giving the
impression of a powerless peasant (lcïnasa iva durbala1}) and using
the P3:.Q.çava as a "cover" (sacrarp.). In this manner, He hable to
deceive the worlds with His miiyiiyoga (vaiïcayate

lokiin.miiyiiyogena).

This kind of behavior follows l'rom the fact that the roie of the
avatiira is a human one. As K~.ç.a points out to the sage Utanka. he
is a human being (miinu$a ) among other human beings and must
therefore think and act like any other human being (Xrv.53.16-19):

yadii tvabarp devayoIlau vartiimi bbrguIlandanal

tadiibarp devavatsarvamiicariimi Ila sarpsaya.{111

yadii gandbarvayoIlau tu vartii.cni bbrguIlandanal

tadii gandbarvavacce~tii/;l sarvasce$tii.cni bbiirgavall

IliigaYOIlau yadii caiva

yak$3.riik$asaY°J1Ïsca

tadii varrami Iliigavatj

yatbiivadvicariimyabamll

•
miinusye vartaIlliine tu ...1
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"When. 0 descendant of Bhrgu. l live in the arder of the gads .
then l quite naturally act in every respect like a god. When, 0
descendant of Bhrgu, l live in the order of the gandharva, l act in
every respec. like a gandharva, 0 Bhargava. When l live in the order
of the niiga, or in that of the ~a or the riilqasa, or in the arder of
humanity, l must act accardingly." With no purpase ta acbieve in the
human sense (VI.25.22/BG.3.22), he nevertheless warks tirelessly
behind the scenes ta shape the course of events. In mast accaunts he
accamplishes this by means of mayii, that is, he plays upan the
natural prapensity of human beings to misrepresent the real facts of
existence. Tbis term mayii is nat always used in the sense of illusion,
but it daes imply that human beings are generally ignorant of the
raIes they are called upan to play upon the stage of life. Tbis leads to
the mistaken belief that the only lines they have to follow are the
ones written by their own desires and inclinations. In facto however,
these desires and inclinations are strings in the hands of the Supreme
Puppet-master (V.39.1; V.156.15). As K~lJ.a himself explains the
matter to Arjuna (VI.40.611BG.18.61):

isvara.1;J sarvabhiitaniiIp. hrddese'rjuna tÏ$'tbatzl
bhriimayan sarvabhiiWli yantrâriiçJhiini mayayall

"The Lord abides in the heart of al! beings. Arjuna. He makes al!
beings turn by bis maya [as if] mounted on a machine." Living
beings do not act by virtue of their own power (svavaSa ) but at the
behest of the Lord (XIV.3.1-2); they have no volition (kiimata) of
their own but function with their minds controlled by Me
(mayiibhibhiitavijii.ana) (III.187.22).

~lJ.a himself is a product of this maya (cf. VI26.6/BG.IV.6).
but he is also the supreme mayaviLl.. the master magician with 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
bis ability to create a perceptual illusion (SaJP11loba) by transforming
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the appearance of a naturaI pbenomenon. He e....en bas to \Yarn
Arjuna in advance (VII. Appendi...x I. No.16.10) to: make sure you
don't imagine that the sun is really going down (\)"apek~:i Da.i\·a

kartavya gato stamiti bhii~!Cara.!J). Tbese powers are aIso e...."i.dent in
the creat:on of thousands of separate forms of lU'juna and K~J).a on
the battlefield that sow confusion among the sarpsaptak.a w:uTi.ors
(vII.18.11-13).

The power of truth (satya) is preferred by Kr~J).a in commanding
the resuscitation of the dead Pariksit, killed in the womb of bis
mother by Asvattbaman. Tbis truth command is accomplisbed
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. wbich is seen to illuminate the room as it returns to bis
body (XIV.68.18-24; XIV.69.1). Truth is clearly a more potent
instrument that is used in cases involving a permanent cbange in the
natural order. A simila: example, tbis time involving a transmutation
of energy. is the conversion of the destructive energy of the vai$nava
weapon of Bhagadatta into a victory garland on K~J).a's breast (VII.
28.17-18). The means employed are not mentioned in this case.
although it is clearly the result of a magical power of some kind.

The terms maya and upaya both convey a sense 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 time - desakiila (e.g. XIL79.31;
XII.297.16). "Skill in action is yoga" (yogal} karmasu kausalam).
says ~a in the Bhagavadgïta (2.50). As with so many of these
ruses. the Bhagadatta case also raises a moral issue. the issue bere
being whether the violation of ~a'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 B~ma explains to Yudbi~ (XII.79.31-32):

bbavatyadbarmo dbarmo bi dbarmadharmiivubbiivapll
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maitriil} 1crüra[li kurvanto jayanti. sv:zrg3.mutt3.m:.::m1

dbarmyiil} piipiini kurvanco gaccbanti. par3..!Il2zp gatimll

"Dharma becomes 2dbarma, and adbarma becomes dharma
according to the conditions (kiii"a{la) of place and time (desakala).
Such is the power of place and time (i.e. in deterrnio;og the character
of human acts). Even by doing acts of cruelty friends have reached
the bighest heaven. (sv:u;g'a). Even by doing sinful acts good people
have acbieved the bighest state." The course of the dharma is subtle
indeed.

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

1. Whenever a great warrior of bis army fails 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 bis army, the
proof is of a similar nature: were it not for destiny, how could
such troops, well-armed, weil trained and co=anded as they
are, give way? 3. In judging a 'train. of blows' where bis side is
merely checked, this is proof once again: without destiny, why
would success and failure not be even.iy 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 ail areas the Pfu:1Qavas are superior to bis army, this is again
proof: natural law is flawed !rom within., with respect to the very
resources and relations of protagonists who should be equal (in
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• terms of their birth, education, technical know-how), and are
not.!

Dumézil represents the blind king ~'s the incarnation of the vedic
god Bhaga, the traditional distributor of the "shares" (bb:ig:i, bb:igya,
bhiigadheya) alloned to each man and woman at birth. As sucb, he is
an ambiguous figure, associated, on the one band, with unjust
chance (haçba)2 - the "blind Bhaga" of classical mythology - and,
on the other, with love and marriage and general good fortune
(phiilguna, the spri.D.g marriage month is "bhagadaivaca", 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 bis reconciliation
with the P~c;lava and with his own past.3

There is no ambiguity about bis growing troubles througb most
of the action, however, leading to an endless litany of complaints
agaïnst 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 S~jaya in tracing his difficulties to a
weakness of the will, a fallure to take action where action is due.
Although the blind king has the eyesight of insight (prajii.acak~u), he
is unable to exercise it. As he admits (V.156.4-6):

di~çameva

yadabarp.
para.rp. manye pauru~arp. capyanartbakaml
jii.D.amiin.o'pi yuddbado~~ayodayiin.1I

•

tachapi ni1q'tiprajii.arp. putratp. durdyucadevinaml
na sak..D.omi .D.iyantu1p. vii kartu1p. vii bicamacman~1I

bhaV30/eva hi me süta buddhirdo~iin.uda.rSi.ml

duryodhanarp. samiisiidya puna/;! sa parivartatell

"It is fate (d#ça) that is superior in my view, and man's efforts
(pauru~a) are of no value. While l fully realize that the evils of war
will bring destruction, l cannot restrain my deceitful son who
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cheated at gambling nor act in rr:.y own interest. My mind (buddhi)
does indeed see that it is wrong, 0 bard. but on encountering
Duryodhana, il goes into a spin."

Duryodhana is clearly the very opposite of his father. Driven by
hatred of the PiiJ;l~ava and an unbridled will to power. he knows
exactly what he wants and is determined to spare no effort to see bis
ruthless ambitions fulfilled. His references to daiva. in the days of
PiiJ;l~ava ascendency (e.g. I.192.10; II.43.30; 11.44.1) are an
expression of despondency and frustration at the growing fortunes of
his cousins who have not only thumbed thw noses at ail bis evil
schemes. but married the Paiicala princess, gained hal! the kingdom,
and made themselves masters of the world to boot. Sa1runi reassures
him by telling him not to wony about the good luck (bhagadheya) of
the PiiJ;l~ava but to trust in Sakuni's own superior knowledge of the
dice (~e~abhijii.iita). In judging the subsequent course of events,
Yudbi~püra himself looks upon the game as the product of an
uncompromising daiva wbich cannot be avoided, even at the
prospect of losing ail. His p!"edicament is rooted in what he sees as a
categorical imperative imposed by a conflicting dharma of filial
obligations and duties imposed by an ill-conceived vow.4

These differences in response to individual circumstance suggest
that the problems of epic characters in relation to thw 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 (sua; svabhiiva). Bhï~a, for example, tells
Yudbi~ (X1I.172.11):

svabhiiviideva. sarpd{Sya Vartamiüzaç pr."vrttaya{ll
svabhiivaniratap sarvaç parirapye .na ke.aaciC\1

"When l consider that the propensities for action (i.e. pravrtti in
contrast to .aiv;w.) proceeding from nothing but nature (svabhava.)

are ail determined by nature (svabhiiva ), l am not torme.ated by
anything." According to a statement by Vyasa, this charaeter (ma) is
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fi...-...:ed at birth (III,9.10), a ...iew supported br the absence of an)"
notable case of a jivanmukta (one who becomes enlightened during
the course of life) in the epic.S On the other hand, as Klaes and
Chaitanya have shown in the cases of Yudhi~~ira. Karl).a. and
others. there is clear e"idence 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 MahUbharata, it
might seem surprising that human beings are given any credit at aU
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 kiima (sensual and aesthetic
pleasures). artba (material security and well-being), dharma (virtue)
or mo~ (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 (XII,286.31-32):

caJ;lgiilatve'pi miù:!u~arp sarvatbâ tata durlabhaml

iy;up. hi yoniIJ praLham.ii yiiJp. prJpya jagatipacel
iicmii val sakyate craCU1p. karmabhi./l subha1~aJ;lai./l1i

"The status of humanity is exceedingly difficult to obtain, even
that of an outcast (CaJ;lgiila). For the foremost of births. 0 lord of the
earth. is that by atta;njog which the soul (iicman) 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 (jïva) that is free but the self-realized transcendental
self or iicman. The empirical self can, at best. identify 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

97



•

•

dispositions and impulses that collectivel)' constitute what is
subjectivel)' experienced as ''l'' (ahaJ!!ki'ira) and objectivel)' described
as "person" (puru!,a). The great problem of human life is precisel)'
the bondage (/bandb) of this will, a fact that ma)' explain wh)', as
R.N. Dandekar has noted, "the theoretical question as to whether the
human will is free or not does not seem to have particularl)' bothered
a Hindu."6 This ma)' also explain wh)' epic Sanskrit has no term to
express the "free will" of an embodied self.

Significantl)', this state of bondage is not traced to any moral
transgression but to an epistemological "fall" into ignorance
(avidy-d). This process of self-forgetting is outlined by one of the
brahmins accompanying the P1iJJ.c;Iava in the Kamyaka forest, - the
very name of which is associated with kiima = desire (III.2.63-68.
See also VI24.62-63/BG2.62-63):

~rfindriyi4ù vi!iayaIP. samiigacchanti vai yad31
tadii priidurbhavatye#frp. pÜrva5aJ!!kalpaj:l1p. manapll

mana yasyendriyagriimavi!iaYaJ!! prati codicaml

tasyaucsukyaIP. saJ!!bhavar.i pravrttiscopajiiyatell

tatap saJ!!kalpavïrye.ç.a kiimena vi!i:lye!iUbhiPl

viddhap patati lobhiig1lau jyor.irlobbiitpat:l1p.gavatll

tato vihiirairiihi'irairmohitaSca visiitp. patel

mabiimohamukhe mag1lo 1liicmanamavabudbyatel!

eVaJ!! patati SaJ!lsiire tiisu tiisviha yo11Ï!iul

avidyakarmatr!i1J.iibhirbhriimyamano tba cakravatll

brabmiidi!iu tr1J.ante!iU bhüte!iU parivarratej
jale bbuvi tatbiikiiSe jiiyamanap punah pu.naP1!

"When the si.x senses (indriya) are focused on their respective
objects (vi!iaya) , the mind (manas), prompted by habitual modes of
tbjokjog (pürvas:l1p.kalpa = 'the ordered thoughts of the past'), is set

in motion. With the mind provoked Ï11 this manner by the various
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abjects of the senses, desire (ursukya) is barn and action (prJ\Ttti) is
initiated. Tben, with the desires (kiima) stimulated by the arrows of
the sense abjects and ampliiied by force of babit, be falls into the
fires of greed (lobha) as a math falis from its attraction ta the light.
Caugbt up in. fun and feasting be finaliy sinks in.to the jaws of the
great delusion (mahamoha) , and forgets wbo he realiy is. In this
way, be falis into the s:upsiinl, spinning about in womb aiter womb,
his min.d afflicted by ignorance (avidyii'>, karma and thirst (~.(Iii).

Re cycles througb the forms of existence from Brahma ta a blade of
grass, barn again and again. in water, on land, or in the air." This is
the path of the ignorant (abudhaniUp gatl) determined by antecedent
conditions, in. contrast ta that of the wise wbo deligbt in. freedom
(vi.mo~aratI), freedom being defin.ed as free of love and hatred
(riigadve~vinir.mukta).

Freedom may be a major casualty of this epistemological fali but
it is not entirely obscured or obscructed at the level of humanity.
Nonetheless, there is an important distinction berween the freedom
of mok~ and the buman powers which aliow for self-effort (yacna)

and initiative (puru~iinl).Mok~ is a freedom of being comparable
ta what Ralla May describes as essential freedom in. contrast ta
freedom of doing. Whereas the latter refers ta the genesis and course
of an action the former "refers ta the context out of which the urge ta
act emerges. It refers ta the deeper level of one's attitude and is the
fount out of which 'freedom ai doing' is barn. Renee. l cali tbis
second kind of freedom essential freedom."7 Modern talk of freedom
tends ta focus on freedom of doin.g but the term is often sa loosely

employedthat William James even argued for its abandonment. Re
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
ocly necessity understood, and bandage ta the highest is identical
with crue freedom."8 Ralla May compares tbis ambiguity ta "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."g Paul Ricoeur cames closest ta the crux of the issue

when he asks: "Where is freedom? In the removal of ail
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dependency? In the lack of determination? In the anxiety of
cboosing oneself? Or does it coincide with the discovery and
understanding of an inner necessity, deeper than any cboice and any
kind of autonomy? In a word, does the bigbest degree of freedom
consist in the surging up of an absolute power of cboosing or in the
love of flite?"IO

From the epic point of view, the essential freedom of mok$a is

the summum bonum and final end of all life. But it is not until the
advent of buman life that the necessary powers of rigbt effort (yal:l1a)

become available as an essential (thougb cleady not a sufficient)
condition for its accomplisbment. Freedom of doing emerges as a
potential only with the advent of powers that can override the
instinctual determinisms of the animal wodd. Recognized among the
most important of these powers in the epic is the ability to choose
between the moral order of the wodd (dharma) - recognized
through external prescription or inner imperative - and a life of
unbridled self-indulgence, seeking refuge in desire (kiimamasr.îtya)

(VI.39/BG.16.10). The great majority of humans show little promise
of spiritual advancement. Dependent on other forces (paritancra) like
lumps of clay (XII.277.19) they are wortbless (IJiJ;Jsiira) as the pith of
the banana-plant (XII.287.16). Even the wise (prajiii:) engaged in
spiritual practices (abbyiisa) are compared to blind men who finally
succeed in moving about theïr own house (XII.287.18).

We must postpone more detailed discussion of tbis important
issue until Cbapter IX. Suffice it to say that the necessary conditions
of moral choice include an ability to discrim;nate 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 (pbala) of the action - is assigned. It would be the greatest
hoa.'C (vipralambboyamatyaJ1ta). says Yud~ (III.32.26), 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 lS, nevertheless, forced to
admit (vv.33-34) that:

kar.m~iimuta pUf.lyan:up
prabhavascapyayasc:Jiva

papânâIp ca

devaguhyâni
phalodaY~1

bh ii.n1inill

•

natani veda ya.Q kaSci.amuhyantyatr:l prajii imiiQl

~YiirJ.yetâni devânâIp giicjha.ma}ii hi devatiiQlI

"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 .miiyiï 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 (prabbavapyayau. cf. p. 25).

Beyond the incipient freedoIr.s that constitute the mysterious
inner sources of human action itsclf 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 Dhrt~) as well as natural
impediments such as cold and heat, min, hunger and thirst (cf.
V.75.8-l0). It is this drive to succeed that constitutes puru$akiIra (or
pauru$a) , a term that suggests. etymologically. the power to realize
(..fkr = to make) somethiJlg human (puru$a). that is to say. to effect a
result in accordance with one's desires (or will). In effect, puru$akiIra

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
aet; in deterrn;n;ng the purpose or end sO;Jght (e.g. II.45.54), in
deciding to aet or not to aet (e.g. 11.67.3), in the choice of alternative
courses of action (e.g. 11.72.8-11), and as an uutoward interference
in the production of the result. Puru$akiIra, on the other hand, is
normally restrleted to describing the instrumental capacity to realize
one's purposes in the form of an external woddly event. In the
vocabulary of freedom it is the freedom to enjoy the fruits of action
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1Jl accordance with the inner pressures of organic life covered by the
term kiima (desire).

The respective roIes 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; di~ça;

isvaranirdi~ça; vidhi; bhavicavy31p.; vidhacrvihic31p., etc.), chance or
luck (connoted by terms such as haçha; yadrccha; bbagadheya;
bbagya; sa!p.gati. etc.), and various powers attributable to human
se1f-detern'ination and initiative (collectively represented by a
variety of terms which include puru~a.kiira; pauru~a; puru~a;

puru~aprayatrla; miinu~ya; ucchiina; vyayiima; ïha; svace$Çica;
svakarmaca; d~ya; vyavasaya, etc.). Together. these are the three
determinants (craidha) of any successful human endeavor or the
three doors to worldly success (cridvaramarchasiddbJ.). They are
reviewed by Draupadi as follows (III.33.30-32):

sarvameva baçhenaike d#çenaike vadanryucal
puru~aprayatrlaj31p. keciccraidhamecannirucyatell

.na caivaicavaca k~ .manya.aca iti caparel
asti sarvamadrSY3JP. cu d#ÇaJP. caiva cacha baçhaPl
drSyace hi baçhaccaiva di~ccartbasya sarpcati.{lll

kiIpciddaivadbaçhacküpcitkacideva svakarmaraPl

puru~aP pbalamap.noti cacurrharp .nacra kiira.{laml
ku~a1a{l pratijiinanti ye carrvavidu~o jana{lll

"There are those who hold that everything is done by chance
(baçha), those who hold that it is fate (di~ça), and those who hold that
everything springs from human effort (puru~prayat1la). These are
called the three determinants (craidba). But there are others who
think that this is not enough to account for what happens (kMya.).

But we cannot really determine whether it is chance or fate that
brought it about; for we only see the causal connection of event5
(sarpcaa). springing either from chance or fate. Some comes from
destiny. some from chance, some from one's own doing
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• (svakarmataj; and it is thus that a man gets the fruit; there is no other
causal factor (kiü"a.(:za); so profess capable men, wise in first
principles (tattva)."

Kn;1}.a enumerates the foilowing three marks of action in
response to Bhima (V.75.8-12):

sumantritalp sunitalp ca nyiiyataicopapadit=1
1q'taJ!I miinu$yak31p. karma daivenapi virudbyatell

daivamapy3lqta.tp. karma pauru$e-!la

sitamU$-!l31p. tacha V3l?31p. k$utpipase

yadanyaddi$çabbavasya puru$asya
tasmadanavarodbasca vidyate tatra

vibanyatel
ca bbiiratall

svaYaJP.1qtam1
l~amll

•

lokasya niinyato vrttaP pii-!1ç1aviinyatra karm3-!laPl
ev;;up.buddhig pravarteta pba.131p. syiidubbayiinvatiitll

ya ev;;up. Jqtabuddbi!J sankarmasveva pravartatel
niisiddbau vyachate tasya na siddbau bar$amasnutell

"However weil intended and conducted and however effectively
carried out (nyayata = 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
human effort (pauru$:i) - like cold and heat. as weil as rain, hunger
and thirst. Bharata. And again. an action personal1y undertaken by a
man with the right understanding may not be impeded by fate
(di$Ça.). These are known as the [three] distinguishing marks
(lak$aIJ.a) of action. Action (karma) is the only way of creating an
effect (vrtt3) in the world. 0 P~Qava, and the smart man (buddbl)
will carry on fearlessly. whatever the result (pbala) may be. One who
has come to realize this (Jqtabuddbl) will perform action without
being discouraged by failure or overjoyed with success (siddbl)."U
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 mentioned, 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 Bhlnla.

K~~a is thus in substantial agreement with Draupadï that human
beings have certain powers of their own for realizing their desires in
the world. Their respective triads both recognize the fact that
puru~akiira. is impeded or assisted by a comple.'C web of causality
already operating in the world (s;up.siira.) out there. Tampering with
this intricato:: fabric can affect the world and ourse1ves in an
unforeseen manner. When the attempt to realize our desires fails. as
is often the case, the advice of K~J.la 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 man cïrcumstances. 1s this also puru~akiira.?

In contrast to this position is the c1aim that the very notion of
agent (kartr) is an erroneous one, implying the denial of puru~akiira..

This position is typical for the privileged few who enjoy the essential
freedom of release (mo~) !rom the conditions of the world.
Questioned by Yudhi~Pllra as to whether or not the agent is the doer
of an action. Bhï~ma quotes the "good" asura Prahlada, advising
Indra as follows (X1I.215.17-18):

yastu karraramiitman;up. manyate siidbvasiidbunof11
tasya dop.vatï prajiiii svamUrtyajiieti me matiflll

yadi syiïtpuru~af1 kartii sakratmaSreyase dhruvaml
iirambbiistasya sidbyerantla ca jiitu paraobavetll

"Whoever believes himse1f 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, 0 Sakra (= Indra), the person were
really the agent. then all those acts undertaken for bis own benefit
would certain1y 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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• (karcr) but svabbiiva (inherent nature) that is responsible for the fruits
of action (XII.215.24-27):

yatbii vedayare kascidodan:up. vayaso vadanj

evarp sarvâ{li karmâ{li svabba\'asyaiva lak$:l.(lamll

vikiiriineva yo

rasya srambbo

veda na veda pralqtirp. pariünl
bbavedbalyiinnasri srambbo nup:iSyaca.1l11

•

svabhiivabbiivino bbiivanS3.rV"d"neveba lliscayel

budbyamanasya darpo V'd" mano V'd" kirp. kari$yaril\

"1 will instruet 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, aU our acts are an expression of
nature (svabbiiva). He who does not know the highest state of nature
(pra1q'tJ.) but only her tranSformations (vikiira. = the forms of the
world) becomes stupefied in consequence of his ignorance [literally
his childlik.e perplexity]. But he who is capable of understanding that
everything here is reaUy the result of nature (svabbiiva) 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 aU 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 svabbiiva is used as a generic term that
describes the inherent tendency for any being or thing to express its
own inner nature. Just as it is the nature of the sun to shine. so it is
the nature of a particular human being to express bis 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 elements (including the element of chance).
The interest in this case centers on the substitution of pürvakarma.
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(previous acts), for the more concrete term puru$akâra (human
initiative). After voicing the belief that (V.156.14):

na hyeva kartii puru$a.!J karmaIJ.o~ subhapiipayo~1

asvatantro hi puru$a.!J kiiryate diiruyancravatll

"A man is not the agent of his good and evil deeds: he is
helplessly manipulated like a wooden puppet (yancra)," S:up.jaya
adds (V.156.l5):

kecidïSvaranirdi$~~ kecideva yadrccbaftl
pürvakarmabhirapyanye traidhametadv.ikr$yarel1

"Some people are fated (nircJi$Fa) by the Lord, others by chance
(yadrccbii) , others by previous acts (pürvakarma). It is this triad
(traidha) that is being torn apart." A link is thereby established
between past and present action on which any doctrine of karma
must be based, the implication here being that even puru~iira is in
some way fated by the habitual patterns of behaviour we would call
character.

Review of discussion on these matters in the epic clearly shows
that a certain freedom of manoeuvre is acknowledged with respect to
activities that have little to do with essential freedom of being or

mok$3. 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 (kama) , personal security and well­
being (artba) , moral striving (dharma) and commitment to achieving

the final beatitude of mok$a (freedom of choice), the capacity to
realize these aspirations by taking the initiative (puru$akâra or
freedom of doing) and, last but not least, the ability to accept or
reject the moral imperatives of conscience and commu.nity i.e. so

doing (moral freedom). Significantly. the respective values attributed
to these goals appears to divide fairly co.nsistently between those
firmly attached to the conditions of this world and quite content to
seek happiness i.e. the satisfaction of their desires. and those
committed to severi.ng the bonds of attachment to the things and
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beings of the world (S:lf!ls:ir:J.). Tbis is evident throughout the
Mahabbarata, but particularly in the Santiparva and, most notably. in
the Bbagavadgïta (VI. 23-40).

A prime example of this dicbotomy is the differences of 'Iriew
among the P~ç1ava themselves revealed at the conclusion of the
Rajadharma section of the Santiparva (XII.161.1-48). They are
returning home from their first visit ta Bhï~a who lies dying on the
field of Kuruk~etra when Yudhi~~ira suddenly asks the question
(XII.161.2):

éharme ciirthe ca kiime ca lokavrrtiJ:1 samiIbicil]

ce~iiJp. gariyiûlkacamo madhyamaiJ ko laghusca kaiJll

"The course of the world depends upon dharma, artha (material
and psychological well-being) and kiima (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 (var.p.iisramadharma) but the
inner values and attitudes essential ta a meaningful life of spiritual
accomplishment (atmas:up.pada). He emphasizes a mLx of orthodox
and bbakti values such as scriptural study (bahusrucya) , asceticism
(tapas), self-surrender (cyiiga) , faith (sraddhii) , the performance of
sacrifices (yajiiakri.yii) , forbearance (k~amii), purity of heart
(bbiivaSuddbl) , compassion (dayal, truth (sacya) and self-restraint
(s:up.yama). He is the mouthpiece of tradition (ucyace = "it is said
that") in concluding that (XII.161.8):

dharmo riijangu1J.aSre~çbo madhyamo hyartha ucyacel

kiimo yavi"yiiniti ca pravadanti manï~i1J.aiJll

"It is said, 0 king, that dharma is the best in point of merit, that
artha is the second, and that kiima is said by the wise ta be the least
sigcificant."
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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 abjects of enjoyment and chastises his foes with the
rad of punishment (daJ].I;Ja). The world is a field of action
(karmabhüml), and it is artha that constitutes the sum and substance
of al! acts (karm a.p.iimavyaeikra.ma). Without a social arder (!ta)

based on artha, there would be no dharma or kiima (v.11). Naku!a
and Sahadeva also agree that artha must be pursued in a ÏlIm and
vigorous manner (drr;Jharp. kuryiidyogairucciivacaih) , but they add
the important caveat that it must be based on dharma. They thus
adopt the middle position that (XlI.161.26):

dharmarp. samiicaretpürV31p. tathiirthzup. dharmaszup.yutaml

tataP kiimzup. caretpaSciitsiddhiirthasya hi tatphalamll

"The first ta be practiced should be dharma followed by artha
based on (the principles of) dharma. Pleasure (kama) cames only at
the end, for it is dependent on the successful accomplishment
(siddhiirtha) of the other two."

At this point we are jolted out of our orthodox comiort with what
looks like a defence of sensual pleasure (kiima) by Bmma who is. of
course, the embodiment of the impetuous force and passions of the
wind (Bhïma = Vayu). This turns out ta be a false alarm. however.
when we realize he has shifted the focus of debate from the notion of
kama as a goal of life (i.e. a puru$iirtha) to the more penetrating and
vital truth that (XlI.16128):

niikamaP kamayatyarthzup. niikamo dharmamicchaeil

niikamaP kamayiiIlo 'sei casmiickamo visi$yatell

"Without desire (kama 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 no
wish fer anything. lt is for this reason that kama is superior." He
points out that the very r# engaged in austere tapas in the forest are
prompted in their activities by Kama. not to speak of more ordinary

108



•

•

folk engaged in the mundane tasks of life. Everyone 11l this world lS

driven by desire and ('1'.33):

nasCl nasinniibba"'"Ï$yadbb ütaJP kàm iïtm a.kiitparaml
etarsi'iraJp. m a.biir.ija db= iirtbiivarra. sa.rpsrita ull

"The man or woman beyond the reach of desire is not, was, and
never will be seen in this world. This, 0 king, is a facto Both dharma
and artba 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 (na vividbii 10kace$Jii d.C'$J~) (425").

From these very valid premisses he draws the conclusion that ('1'.38):

dbarm.iirtba1ciim~ samameva sery-ii

yasrvekasevï sa naro jagbanya1J1
dvayosru da1c~aJP pravadanti madbyarp
sa uttamo yo niratasClivargell

"Dharma, worldly prosperity (artba) and pleasure (kiima) 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
rwo of them. But superior is the one who attends to ail three." This
conclusion is illegitimate in that he shifts the focus back to the sense
of kiima as a goal of human activity (the word Clivarga implies the
notion of puru~ifrt.ba regarded as a triple system).

In spite of these obvious deficiencies, however, the passage is
important in providing the foil for the response of Yudhi~çhira in
what fol1ows. He has long been caught berween the need to 'protect
the legitimate rights of the family and a sincere conviction that war is
an unmitigated 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 warnor prince (~aCliyadbarma). It is thus easy too
understand why he would wish to break the bondage of desire. In his
opinion (XII.161.42):
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yo vai n<l pape ni!7lCO na p u1J.ye
niirthe n<l dhMme manujo na kiimej

vim ukcado~a(I sama1o~takiiIJ.cana(l

S<l m ucyace du~khasukharthasiddhe~1I

"The man who is not attached to good or evil deeds; the one
who is not attached to artba or dharma or kiima. who is free of aIl
faults. who looks equaIly at gold and a c10d of earth. he is liberated
from aIl worldly ambitions that are productive of pleasure and pain."
Interestingly enough. Yudhi~~ira uses the very buddhist-sounding
term nirviiIJ.aparii - supreme extinction (of aIl desires) - to describe
this state of being. For him. the state of emancipation (mok~a ) is the
best of aIl possible worlds. From this perspective we are aIl govemed
by divine decree (vidhl) (XII.l61.4S-6):

ecacpradhiirlarp. na cu kiimakaro

yathil niyukco 'smi cathil cariirl211

bhûciirli sarviirli vidhirniyuIJ.kte

vidhirbaliyiirlici vicca sarvell

na karma1J.ilpnocyanaviipyamartharp.

yadbhiivi sarva.q:z bhavaCici vitrai
crivargahino'pi hi vindace'rtbarp.

casmiididarp. lokahiciiya guhyamll

"This [view] is the best. We cannot do as we please. 1 act as 1 am
bound to act. AlI creatures are governed by divine decree (vidhl). AlI
of you should realize that this divine decree is the greatest influence
(i.e. in 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. Ardza is only reaIly understood by one who is free of the
triple system (of the puru~iittha). 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 Yudhi~~ira 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 co=itted 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 co=and
the cyclical 'history' of the universe. Creation occurs to ailow individuals to
crave for mok~a. and to ensure the continuity of that process. the world of
kiima should be kept constantly recurring through altemating cosmic days
and night~ (the cosmic nights being equated to the yogic sleep of the
Puru~ottamaat the highest level, or of NâriiYaJ:la between two kalpas)."l As
advocate of the world of kiima. Bhïma would be a natural ailyand sponsor of
a desire-driven freedom of doing (puru~iira), while the more reflective
Yudhi~~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 praV{1:lidbarma, based on
the injunctions and social rules contained in the ritual sections of the vedic
corpus and the Dharmasastras, and the niV{f:lidbarma advocated in the
Upani~ââs. The former govems the lives cf the vast majority of epic
humanity desirous of the various worldly or heavenly rewards of the s31p.siïra

- ail of which are necessarily temporary SÏ11ce they are conditioned by rime
(kiilaparimiiIle). The nivrcridbarma - involving the abandonment of ail
ritual and social obligations (s31p..I1yasa)c- is proposed for those seeking a
permanent solution to the problems of human life in the form of liberation
(mo~a) from the eternal rOU.l1d ofbirth and death (S31p.siira).

The conflicting injunctions of the Veda in this respect were clearly the
source of a considerable amount of confusion and misunderstanding in epic
rimes. As Vyasa himself must concede, they constitute something of "an
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enigma" (gabvara) for most people (XII.233.4)..A..nd his disciples. including
his own son Suka, find it necessary to ask why the Lord would sanction two
dharmas leading to such radicaily 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 Di"ini~y emerges from His
mabiisamiidhi to create a new world system at the beginning of each kll1pa.

The pravrtcidharma is thus the human counterpart of the active phase of the
Supreme Divinity in the form of Brahma (the creator) and Vi~l).u (the
preserver). The sacrificia! system on which it is based is a form of
generalized reciprocity designed to keep the three worlds wi.th their various
orders of being in a state of good order and prosperity. The nivrtcidharma, 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
equiva!ent of the reabsorption of the outgoing cosmic energies (pra/vrt =to
go forth). expressed at the microcosmic level in the form of kiima (here
neutralized by the withdrawa! of s:up.yiisa).

The bhakci-inspired NaraylU}Ïya section of Siintiparva legitimizes these
two religious paths in the mythologica! history of two groups of celestia!
sages (su~aya),seven ofwhom, - the so-cailed vediiciirya. (preceptors of
the Veda) - are associated with the pravrtcidharma., while the remaining
seven - the mok$aSiisltiiciirya. (preceptors of i.b.e scriptures on liberation.
probably referring to the Upani~ads).3re associated with the nivrtcidharma.

(XII.327). First among created beings (they are ail mind-born sons of
Brahma). the seven vediiciirya. are immediately faced with the issue
(XII.327.37): how should the entire system of worlds he upheld and kept in
operation (lokacantrasya. lq'tsna.sya. kath:up. karyap parigrahal})? Since
Brahmii himself had no answer to offer. they ail decide to seek the guidance
of NaraY3IJ.a in His unmanifest form as the Mahiipuru~a (Le. the Supreme
form of the bhakci divinity). But they first have to get His attention (He is,
after aU. engaged in perpetua! samiidhi ). This they do by performing tapas

for a thousand celestia! years on the northem shores of the Ocean of Milk for
the well-being of the worlds (lokahitiirthina.) (v. 39).
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Their devotion (iirddhanakamya) has the desired effect. The Lord
assigns each a cosmic function and orders a sacrificial system in which each
level of being agrees ta offer a share (bhâga) of the sacrificial offerings ta
the level above in exchange for a share in the g~neralwell-being that results.
Brahmâ is established as the master (guru) and grandsire (piramaha) of aU
the worlds (X1I.327.46). The gods receive their respective marks of authority
(adhikiira.) in exchange for the dedication of their sacrificial offcrings to
Nârây~a (v.47). Owing to their propensity for action (pra:VrrCl), these gods
are granted the possibility of temporary enjoyments ocly (avrttilaJq3.{la =

marked by return. i.e. to embodied existence in the SaJ71siira.) (v.52). These
enjoyments include a share in the sacrificial offerings associated with the
sacrifices performed by human beings (v.54). Significantly, Nârây~a also
promises that (v.55):

yo me yatba kalpiraviinbbâgamasminmahii.krataul
sa tatbayajiiabbagarbo vedasiitre maya krtatIli

"1 will accord a share (bbaga) to whoever gives Me a share of these
great sacrifices. (as stated) in the Vedasütras."

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 eventuaUy gets back
the equivalent of what he or she gives up in the sacrifice - a parallel to the
renunciation (saJ71yiisa) involved in the nivrttidbarma (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 least in a single life. Creatures
are created for different purposes, some for the active path of pravrtti
associated with retum (avrttl). and some for the path of nivrtti -leading to
a permanent state ofbeatitude (X1I.327.68):

yoyatbanirmiro jan.ruryasmiJJ.yasJJ:lÜ11scakarm31Jll
pravrttau vaniv.rttau va ratpbalaJ71 so SIlure 'vaSatIli
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"Different creatures have been created for different types of work. But
whether on the path of pr.nrrti or on that of nivrrti they have no control
over what happens." The gods themselves are granted control over the acts
of creatures (karma) as weil as over their path (gatl) and span of life (kiila
aYÜ1p.~l) (v.72). In the last analysis, it is the Lord Himself who reserves the
nivrttidharma for those whose dharma is the indestructible path
(gatimak~ayadharmi1J.arp), i.e. the path which )'ields fruits that are
indestructible. At the same time He creates the pravrrtidharma to give variety
to the world (k(tVa lobsya citratiim) (v. 88).

In practice, as Vyasa explains to bis son Suka in an earlier passage
(XII233), 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
bis son's questioning as foilows (vv. 6-9):

dvavïmavatba pantbiinauyatra vedap prati~çbitapl

pravrttil~31J.odharmo nivrrtau ca subh~tapl\

karm31J.a badhyatejanturvidyaya tupromucyate\
tasmatkarma nakurvantiyataya.1l piïradariinagll

karm31J.ajayatepretyamiirtimiin~oçJaSacmakag\

vidyayajayatenïcyamavyayohyary-ayacmakagl\

karma tveke pra531p.santi sva.lpabuddhitariinara.pl
tena te dehajiiliini romayanta upasatel\

"These are the two paths upon wbich the Vedas are based; the duties
(dharma) characteristic of pravrtti. and those based on nivrtti that have been
so weil expounded [i.e. in the Vedas]. Through al.:ts (karma - here prlmarily
in the sense of ritual activity), a living creature is bound [i.e. to a life of
unfreedom]. By means of knowledge (vidyii), however, he is liberated. For
this reason. clear-sighted yogins never perform [ritual] acts (karma). The
result of acts is rebirth after death with a 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 Iowest intelligence wb ose needs are satisfied tbrougb acts. In
consequence of tbis tbey are trapped in a ceaseless dance of [different]
bodies."

Tbe patb of nivrrti is bere associated witb knowledge (vidyE), and Ieads
to a state of existence and experience very different from tbe patb of acts
(v. 11-14):

karm:i1J.~pbalamiipnoti sukbadu.tzkbe bbaviibbavaul
vidXayii tadavapnotiyatragatvii.ti.~ socatill

yatra gatV"dna mriyateyatra gatviina jiiyatel
na jiryateyatra gatviiyatragatvii na vardbatell

yatra tadbrabmaparamamavyaktamajanup dbruvaml
avyiibatamaniiyiisamamrtaIp. ciiviyogi cali

dV:i1J.dvairyatra na biidbyantemiinasena ca karm:i1J.iil
samii!IsarvatramaitriiScasarvabbütabiteratiiPlI

"Tbe results tbat flow from acts consist of p1easure and pain. of
existence and non-existence. By know1edge, bowever, one attains to astate
of being from wbere tbere is no occasion for grief; from wbere tbere is no
cbance of deatb or rebirtb; from where tbere is no possibility of growing up
or growing old; tbe highest state of that Brahma 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
(dvaIJ.dva) or troubled by mental agitations. Persons in this state look at
everything witb an equal eye and revel in friendship and goodwill to al!
beings." While he is not explicit about the role of human initiative
(puru~iira) 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):

sacetanaJIl jivagu1J.aJIl vadanti
sa ce$tate ce$tayate ca sarvaml
tat~ panup k$etravido vadanti
pravarrayadyo bbuvaniini saprall
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"They say that it is the gUIJas of the conscious individuality (jï""a) that
acts and causes ail bodies to act. Those acquainted with the field of reality
(k~etravid) recognize that beyond the conscious individual is He who keeps
the seven worlds in motion (pra -/T,yt)."

We compare this response, given to a brahmin (Suka) , with Kr~a's

response to a similar question by Arjuna, a k~arn)"3. with caste duties that
preclude the traditional vedic saIPyiisa according to epic tradition. Vyasa's
commentary on the respective merits of action (karma) and knowledge
(vidyii) is in response to his son's perplexity over the conflicting vedic
injunctions to act (kuru karma) and to "abandon" action (tyaja karma)

respectively (XII233.1). Arjuna too is puzzled by the fact that
(VI.27/BG5.1):

SaJPyiisaIP karmar.ziitp ~IJa punaryogaIP ca saIPSasil
ydccbreya etayorekaIP tan.me brùbi sumscÏtaml\

"On the one hand you praise the renunciation (saIPyasa) of actions,
~a. And then again also yoga. Please make it c1ear to me which of these
two is the most beneficial?" ~l}.a. too, had introduced the idea of a twofold
dharma as early as the second chapter of the Bhagavadgïtii. (v.39) by drawing
a distinction between the siitpkhye buddbi and the yoge [buddbll In the
introduction to his commentary on chapter 3, SaJPl<ara specificaily relates
these twO paths to the n.ivrttidbarma and the pravrttidbarma. respectively.
However, in contrast to Vyasa (and much to the discomfiture of SaJPl<ara),
~l}.a specificaily comes out in favour of the yoga of action - karmayoga,

over karmaSllIpyiisa (VI27/BG5.2).

SaJPyasal;1 karmayoga.sca n.i1Jsreyasakaravubbaul

ta.yostu karm3.SaIPyasiitkarmayogo visi~yatell

"The abandonment of action and also yoga both lead to the highest
bliss; but of the twO, karmayoga is favoured over karm3.SaIPyiiSa." This
change of emphasis has to do with the reversal of Upani~adicvalues brought
about by the bbakti attempt to extend the prospect of salvation to ail classes.
As we have already seen in the case of sacrifice (yajiia). this involved
extending many of the traditional vedic notions. As Chaitanya puts it. "The
concepts of aU the systems are closely srodied; but because of their_
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insufficincies [sic], they are radically transformed. deepened in meaning .
integrated into a unit:uy system of great stability, a world-view to which the
most advanced modern thin.ki.ng 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 ~J:l.a is
no longer undertaken for the satisfaction of personal desires but for the
welfare of the world (lokasarp,graba) (VI.25/BG.3.25) and the benefit of all
beings (sarvabbiitabita) (VI.27/BG.5.25). K~J:l.a has nothing but scom for the
kiimiitma, the person dominated by attachment to pleasure and power
(bbogaisvaryaprasakea) (VI.24/BG.2.43-44). In contrast to the traditional
rirual goals of progeny, prosperity. heaven etc.• the practice of karmayoga is
extended to any action undertaken in a spirit of non-attachment to the results
(VI.24/BG.2.47-48). What must be sponsored in the sacrifice (yajii.a) 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
(pravartiea cakra) (VI.25/BG.3.l6). What is taken from the narural
environment must be rerumed. Only a thief enjoys the gifts of the gods (i.e.
the bounties of narure) without oifering anything in rerum (VI.25/BG.3.12).
and the person concemed only with his own sense pleasures (iD.driyiir2ma)

lives invain (VI.25/BG.3.16).

This preliminary extension of the vedic notion of karma as yajii.a is
broadened considerably in the ne.'Ct chapter to include the entire gamut of
religious practices (VI.26/BG.4.24-33). ~J:13 thus rejects all notion of a
physical abandonment of action. pointing out that action is part and parce! of
embodied life (VI.25/BG.3.8) and vital to the very existence of the world
(VI.25/BG.3.24). However. while all ritual and caste obligations constitute a
duty (VI.40/BG.18.9), the actions themse!ves must be surrendered to the
Lord (VI.25/BG.3.30; VI.34/BG.12.6; VI.40/BG.1857). Performed in this
spirit. ~.Q.a says (VI.26/BG.4.23). the various activities of life simply melt
away (karma samagrarp. pravilIyate).
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In this manner, Krsna is able to transform action itself into a form of
non-action (renunciation-in-action) analogous to the traditional
karmas:up.yasa (renunciation-of-action) of the upani~adic nùrttidbarma ­
reserved for the traditional brahmin s:up.nyasin in the epic or for the k~acriY:J

at the very end of his active life (exemplified by Dhrtar-:i~~ in Book).."V 'x

by the P~9avabrothers themselves in Book XVII). According to Hiriyanna:
"The negative way of nivrrti still continues to be more or less the same as it
was originally, but the positive one of pnnrcti has become profoundly
tarnsformed [sic1by the incorporation in it of the essence of the other....What
particularly marks the later conception of pravrrti as distinguished from the
earlier, is the coC3l 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."3 Furtbermore, all the activities of life (dictated by one's
va.rr:zasramadbarma ) performed in this spirit now become a legitimate
siidbana. Indeed, they are transformed into a form of worship of the Lord
(VI.311BG.9.27):

yac karo$iyadaSnasiyajjubo$i dadasi yaej
yat tapasyasi kaunteya tatkuru~vamad:up:l{.lamll

"Whatever you do, whatever you eat, whatever you offer, whatever you
give, whatever tapas you perform, 0 son of Kuntï, do this as worship of

Me." In all he wills and does, Arjuna must hencefortb be totally subservient
tothe Lord.

This higher forro of karmayoga - dubbed by the later bbakti
comm.entators as bbakti.yoga - is charaeterized by ~~a as the greatest of
all secrets (sarvagubyatam:up.) and My supreme word (param:up. vaca.1J)
(VIAO/BG.18.64; cf. also VI.311BG.9.1). The true s:up.nyasin is no longer
confined to the brabrnj n who ritually abandons his ritual obligations for a life

of mendicancy (VI.28/BG.6.1), but is open to anyone who is
karmapba.1atyiigi (VIAO/BG.18.11), i.e. one who abandons the fruits of
action (or one who abandons both action and its fruit according to certain
comm.entators). The way of salvation is opened to all, including women,

vaisya, and even siidra. (VI.31/BG.9.32). Ali classes can reach perfection
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(siddhl) by performing their own line of work (svakarma) (VI.40/BG.l8A5­
46). Even the greatest of al! sinners (papa.k{ttama papebhyaiJ sarvebhya.!I)
can cross over al! sin with this raft of wisdom (jii.anaplava) (VI.26/BGA.36).
Indeed, "aU actions in their entirety, 0 Pârtha, culminate in wisdom" (sarvaI!l

karmiikhilalp piirthajiiiineparisamapyace) (VI.26/BGA.33).

In this manner, the k~atriyadharma itself - war at its mast violent,
inc1uding the sacrifice of onese1f on the field of battle - is promoted ta a
legitimate way of salvation (mok~a). Conduct that would otherwise lead ta
bandage and grief (as Arjuna had earlier feared), is tranSformed into a means
of liberation from bandage. The author is no longer soiled by such behaviour
since bis actions are consumed by the fire of wisdom, (jiiiinagnidagdba) (VI.
26/BG.4.l9). Biardeau comments:

We are farfrom a sanctification of violence pure and simple. evenü the
result is the same. In effect, it is not enough that violence be a sacrifice
for it to be justified and fully salvliic for its author. lt must also be
completely detached. The king is the representative of the supreme
divinity, thus a form of avatar'a on earth, who must watch out for aU that
threatens the dharma. His violence is e.'Cclusively 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 unîverse.
On this condition, which implies perfect devotion to the Lord of bbakti,
bis violent acts do not soil him, since he seeks no fruit for himse1f. Here
we leave the orthodox world of the Manu-smrti wbich is still the world
of kama, of egocentric desire. One sacrifices because one desires a
certain personal good, albeit only heaven after death. lt 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 happening to Arjuna on the psychological plane. Arjuna's
despondency and confused babbling over bis dharma point direetly to the
source of the problem. bis identification with that part of himself which
derives from the material element of bis personality (Prakrti in the form of
bis present incarnation as the body. senses and mind of Arjuna). Tbis leads
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him to regard his k~acriyadharma, viewed as a means to the enjoymem of
kingdom and power (bhogaïsvarya) , as an unmitigated disaster for ail

concerned. K~J;la is particularly disturbed b)' Arjuna's brief flirtation with
the idea of abandoning his responsibilities by enjoying the life of a beggar
(\'1.24/BG.2.5). He knows that Arjuna cannot exchange the battlefield of life
for a mendicant existence. "Better the performance of one's own dharma,

though deficient, than the dharma of another well-performed," Kr~l).a warns
him on two occasions (\'1.25/BG.3.35; V1.40/BG.l8.47). But he understands
too, that Arjuna will get up and fight (utcbi~?ba bhâr:lta) 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 visi~çiidv-aica 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 advaicic interpretation of S:up.kara.s Arjuna's predicament is
directly related to bis state of embodiment, since embodiment necessa..-i.ly
involves "a fal! into the flowing stream of the gUl}.as" (gul}.apraviihapacita.)

(RBG.l3.4). As a result, says Ramanuja. bis natural omniscience (i.e. as a
spiritual entity or atman) becomes veiled (iivrra.) by a kind of trick of the
mind (debatmabbimana), and he begins to relate to the things and beings
around him with false notions of "1" (a.ba.rp.kara.) and "mine" (ma.mati)

(RBG.3.16).6 In short, he identifies with that part of himself that derives
from the material element of the personality (pra.1q'tJ.) in the form of bis body
(sa.rira.). senses (inérip.) and mind (manas). Tbis identification is reflected in
language when he says (identifying with the body). "1 am hungry;" or
(identifying with the senses) "1 am blind;" or (identifying with the mind) "1
am happy. sad. angry" etc. (RBG.13.1). The person (i.e. the embodied being
as a composite of spirit and matter - puru~a and pra.1q'tJ.) thus becomes
subject to desire (kama; raga), hatred (dve~a), fear (bba.ya) , anger (krodha)

and other false feelings that prompt him to engage in egocentric activities
(kamya.1carma) resulting in pleasure (sukba) and pain (du1Jkba) and the
formation of unconscious drives or archetypes in the mind (viisana,

sa.rp.skara.) .
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These traces (pada = lit. "footsteps") of the past prompt fumer activity
leading to similar situations in the future, perpetuating a vicious cycle of
birth and death (cf. RBG.S.1S; 7.20; 13.21; 1S.7 etc.). In this manner, desire­
prompted karma becomes the motive force that drives the entire wheel of
saIpsiira and constitutes the main cause (pradhanakiiraJ].a) of the blatant
inequalities (v#ama) of embodied existence (RBGA.14).

The most unforrunate effect of this veiling of the natural light of the
ijtman is that it eStr'anges the resultant personality from its own vital source
and makes it impossible, without outside assistance, ta escape this abject
state of delusion (moha). It also veils the fact that the Universe itself is the
Body of the Supreme Divinity (dramaticaily demonstrated in the eleventh
chapter), who is also the inner Self of ail sentient (cit) and insentient (acit)
things and beings. Although, in fact, inseparable from the Lord Himself,
"He" is not part of "bis" 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
bis own real nature (introduced at VI.24/BG.2.12-30) and then some
direction or path that would lead him ta the experience of Brahman
(brahmanubhava or brahmabhiiya), the supreme goal of human existence.
This is the main topic of the Bhagavadgïtii. In the meantime, however, he has
no jokling that bis own ~atIiyadha.rma - now seen as a recipe for disaster
- can serve as a legitimate sadhana that provides a far better means of
escape from bis abject condition than the mendicant life, provided he is able
ta reverse the mind's attention and attachment from the prakrti (i.e. the
habitual extrovertedness of the mind through the senses ta their abjects) to
the iitman itself.

The situation he has brought upon himself through karma can thus be
undone through other forms of karma (karmayoga and bhaktiyoga.) based
on self-knowledge (iitmajiiana). Gad Himself can be attained only through
the bigher form of karma known as bhaktiyoga (introduced by ~a at
BG.6.47 according ta Riimiinuja). Arjuna must first wake up ta the vanity of
the wodd and change the direction of bis life by abandoning ail goals but
that of liberation (mo~).~amocks the vedavadaratha (VI.24/BG.2.42),
i.e. the persan who delights in the Vedic formula for securing woddly fruits
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(bhogaisvarya). He exhorts Arjuna, "niscraiguIJ.Yo bh:n':Irjuna "
(VI.24/BG.2.45), i.e. be free of the realm of pr:l1q"Ci and its gUIJ.as, free of the
play of opposites (dvandv-a) , free of the desire ta have and ta hold
(yoga.k$ema). Seek the iitman alone in al! you do! Arjuna must be introduced
ta a way of tranSforming himself from an indriyarJma (VI.25/BG.3.l6), i.e.
a persan attached ta the objects of the senses (including his kinsmen in the
opposing ranks) ta an iitmarati, i.e. one who revels in the atman
(VI.25/BG.3.I7). This way passes through the destruction of aharpkiira and
al! sense of possession (mamarii) that goes with it, by progressively shedding
the illusory identity with the body-mind-intellect complex, and with the
senses and their abjects. These modifications (v.ikiira) of the pr:ü:[ti 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 mok~a 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 ta 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 forro is a form of
bondage (even the desire for mo~a ). Kn;~a adds the significant warning
that: to work alone is your right. never to its fruits (karm3IJ.yevifdhikiiraste

mapha1e~ukadacana) (VI.24/BG.2.47). Arjuna has no choice but ta 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 a 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 compietely since he has only
an intellectual understanding of his true nature at this stage (provided by

~ at VI.24/BG.2.I2-30). However. the very attempt to do so is a
sadhana, a means of weakening the unconscious drives of the mind (viisani).
and hence of removing the causes of bis present state of ignorance (avidyi)

about himself. However. Kn;~a (according to Ramanuja) has little faith in the

ability of the human species to pull itself up by its own puru~ak.iira. and. in
the final analysis. the sublimation of these energies into knowledge is the
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work of the Lord Himself. Ramânuja comments that, "one who strives to
conquer the senses with the weight of bis own exertions (svayaClla) 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 paramapuru~a bestows on him the undisturbed vision of the self
(acmavalokana), aiter eradicating the traces (viisanii) of the actions [of the
person] wbich have accumulated from cime immemorial".8

The second line of VI.24/BG.2.47: Be not the cause of action or its
fruit; neither be attached to inaction (ma karmaphalabeturbhùr ma te
s;llJgo'stvakarmaI}l), is of great significance, both for Ramânuja 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 K~.Q.aat VI.40/BG.18.24.
However, the first segment leads direcdy to our main issue since it deals
with the ambiguous status of the agent (karrr) in a world (sarpsiira) of
mistaken identity (abhimiina). For if the spiritual nature (acman) is confused
into identifying with the body (sarira) , senses (i.D.driya) and mind (manas) i.e.
with the material element of personality (pra1qtJ.), who then is the actor
(karrr), 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 K~.Q.a progressively reveals in the following chapters where
He points to the pralqti (nature) or to svabhava (character) as the source of
ail desire to act in the s:np.siira.9

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

pralq'rel} kriyamiirJ.ii.z:ligu1J.ai1J karmiirJ.i sat"VaSaÇ!

ab:np.kiiravimùghiicma kartiihamici manyatell

"Ali actions without exception are performed by the material qualities
of nature (gu1J.a). Deluded by the sense of 'l' (ab:np.kiira) , the iitman tb;oks, 'I
am the actor' (karrr)." Commenting on chis verse, Ramânuja defines
ab:np.kiira as "the mistaken notion of 'l' in regard to the pralqti which is not
the thing denoted by 'l' (anabamartlle pralq'rau abam ici abhlmiinaÇ)." The
actor is thus not the iicman but the qualities (gu1}.a.) that make up what we
would regard as the personality of the individual, derived from the material
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eleme.nt of the human composite (i.e. the pr.lkrti). So powerful i5 Lhis belief
in one's own personality that even the man of knowledgt' UIÏ:ina\'an) i5
forced to follow the dictates of the v:isan:i and confront bis two enemies of
love and hatred (ragadve$au). As K~J!.a points out: li....'ing creatures follow
their nature (pra1qtJ). What use is there to fig.r.t it (Pr.lkrtilp y:inti bhütiitli

nigraha1J, kLrp. kari$yati (VI.2S/BG.3.33)? And these inner drives have
nothing to do with the Lord Himself, sLlce (VI.27/BG.S.14):

na kartrtv'3IP nl1 icarmÏÏ1J.1.·lokasya srjati prabhul
nakarmaphalas:upyog:up svabhfivastupravartatell

"The Lord of the world is responsible neither for agency (kartrtva), nor
the work performed (karma), nor for the link berwee.n work and its results
(phala). It is the character (of a person = svabh:iva) that is responsible."
Riilp,anuja e."<plains (RBG.S.14-IS) that, "karrrcva, karma and phala have
nothing to do with the intrinsic nature of the iicman (iicmasvarüpa) but are the
result of unconscious drives (viisanâ) arising from the mistaken identity
(abhimiii2a) of the iicman, on account of the entanglement (s:upsarga) with
praJqti in the form of gods. men etc., born of a karmic inheritance
(pürvapürvakarma) stretching back to beginningless time." ln effect, the
various embodiments of the iicman act out their natures (svabhfiva) as a
direct result of this accumulation of inherited tendencies (viisanii) leading to
further activities (karma) in a perpetual cycle of error as follows (RBG.S.IS):
"Knowledge is veiled (ii'VfCa), that is to say, contracted (s:upkucica) by the
accumulation of previous karma opposed to knowledge, contracted in this
manner in order that the siidhaka might reap the experience of his own fruits
(svaphaliii2ubhiiva). As a result of this karma. which forms a veil over
knowledge (jiiiiniivaraJJ.:lrÜpe1J.a). union with the bodies of gods etc. and
delusion (moha) in the form of the false identification (abhimiina) of the
iicman with these bodies is produced. ln this manner, there arise the viisaniis

of the false ide.ntities of the iicman, and the viisaniis in favour of karma
suitable for them. From these vifsanifs arise the mistaken identity (abhimiina)

of the iicman 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 ultimatel)' belong to the transcendent Lord
who owns them as His Bod)'. the ultimate seat and source of ail action must
be in Him alone (as the Inner Self and Controller of ail beings). K~I).a

therefore makes the further suggestion (VI.25/BG.3.30) that Arjuna free
himself of all an.xiety over the battle b)' surrendering ail actions to Me with a
mind [identified with] the iitmaa (mayi sarviiJ;ù karmiiri

sarpnyasyiitmacetasii). In effect, the siidbaaa proposed by Kr~a is an
anempt 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
(karq-tva) , the action itself (karma) and the fruits (or ends) of the action
(pbala). The rationale for this is briefly summarized by Ramanuja in his
commentary on ~I).a's remarks at VI.40/BG.18.4. The first part of the
teaching is designed to eradicate the sense of doership (1 do) in the action by
anributing the source of ail activity to the gUIJ.a or to their ruler who is the
Lord Himself. Thus:

sarvesvarekartrtviinusarpdbiiD.eniitmaaa.!lkarqtiityaga.!l

kartrtvavi~ayas'yaga.!lll

"Abandonment (tyiiga) of the sense of agenC)' (karq-tvavi~aya) is
abandonment [of our own idea] of ourselves as an agent by anributing ail

agencyto the Lord." The second part of the teaching is designed to .-timinate
the sense of ownership (m31I1.ata"") in something that can only belong to the
Lord. Thus:

madiyapbaJ.aSiidhaaatayii madïyarIlidarp karmeti karmar;zï

m31I1.atiiyii parityiiga.!l karmavi~yastyiiga.!lll

"Abandonment of the activity itself (karmavi~aya) is the complete
abandonment of the sense of possession (m31I1.atii) with respect to the action,
thus abandonment [of the idea] that this action be10ngs to me and is the
means (siidhaaatii) for the realization of my own ends (pbala)." Finally.
abandonment of the ends (phala) should involve the notion that:

karmajaaya.J!l svargiidika.J!l phala.J!l m31I1.ana syiiditi

pbalatyiiga.!lll
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"The fruits (phala) that result from action such as heaven and sa forth
should not be mine. These results should be abandoned." The results clearly
belong ta the Lord who resides in the heart of ail beings (sarvabhür:Inillp

hrddese ci$f.batl) (VI.40/BG .18.61).

In this manner, the practices and techniques proposed by K~.I).a together
constitute a sopbisticated programme of "deconditioning" designed ta
introduce Arjuna ta bis real self, i.e. ta bis arman which exists in an
inseparab1e relation (aprtba1csiddhl) ta the Lord Himself. As he progressively
detaches himse1f from bis identification with the material constituents of his
nature (i.e. with the prakrri and its gU1J.a ), he will begin ta act in the world in
the knowledge that it is not "he" that is really acting, that "the gU1J.a act
among the gU1J.a " - gU1J.a gU1J.e$u vartanta ici (VI.25/BG.3.28). These gUI;':J.
will certainly campel him ta act in the world (VI.40/BG.18.59-60). But with
a being that has. ta a large extent, been purified (iirmasuddha) of the vasanii.
he will henceforth e."<press the quality of sattva in his actions and fight
without attachment in total submission ta the avatiira (VI.40/BG.18.23).

In place of the traditional practices that constitute the pravrtcidharma ­
the desire-prompted rites and activities (kiimyakarma) that keep the world in
being (albeit at the cost of entrapment in the cycle of the sarpsiira ) - Kr~.I).a

thus substitutes a new dharma of unattached action (naï$karmya) leading ta
liberation from the cycle of rebirth (mok$a). The principle of sarpnY-dsa
(abandonment) is internalized by taking it out of its traditional
V3.!"1J.asramadbarma context and building it back into the individual psyche as
a set of attitudes by wbich all the functions of life and society must
henceforth be undertaken. The traditional opposition between pravrtri and
nivrtri is resolved by Iinki ng the goal of liberation (mok$a) to the active
principle. In doing thïs. however. the individual must abandon t...·e autonomy
he possesses within the traditional prav.rtcidbarma (i.e.. actions prompted by
desire 1eading ta bondage). The embodied being is a unity of puru$a and
prakrri (with the Lord Himse1f in the "heart"). but all action is associated

with the gu1J.3.S or modes of the prakrri. the dri"\·:~g force of the personality.
He is thus unable to fulfill the ends of his true individuality. the arman who
must experience the effeets of bis conduct ud character in the form of

pleasure and pain. His real goal is the Supreme Divinity in the heart (brd1)
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who permits (anumantii) al! action to take place, althougb he does not know
this (since bis consciousness is veiled from the truth), - cf.
VI.351B .G.13.21-23. This compartmentalized anthropology necessarily leads
to a denial of al! agency in human action together with the action itself and
its results. Such conditions hark back to the upani~adic path of iliV{tti as
exemplified in the discourse of Vyasa on behalf of bis Son Suka.

In light of the above considerations. we might e.xpect to observe a
tendency for the epic author to extol the merits of human exertion
(puru~akiira) in the context of the traditional pravrttidharma - i.e. activities
undertaken in pursuit of the three woddly ends of human existence (the
trivarga of dharma. artba and kiima). and ignore it when the perspective
shifts to sages and seers who have already transcended the cycle of the
S31psiira. Clearly. for one convinced that nirvi4I31p param31p saukbyaIP
dharmo'sau para. ucyate (XII.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 prakrtz1." the very notion of human
agency. a major part of the problem. must be e.xtirpated at all costs
(VI.35IB.G.1328-33). And we find that this stance is. indeed. typical of
beings who have transcended the dualities (dvandva) inherent in a wode! of
actors. actions and theirfruits.

Most of the noteworthy examples given by Bhï~ma in the
Mo~adharmaparvasection of Book XII are taken from stories of demons
(daitya or asura) who attain mo~a as a result of reflection on the
adversities of the embodied state (defeat at the hands of the gods in theïr
case). The result is a stoic resignation before a wodd that brooks no human
(or demonic) tampering with its ineluctable course. a quietism (Jlivrtti) of
indifference rather than one of despair. In addition to the case of Prahliida
(XII215) who. as we have seen. attributes the source of action to svabhàva

("nature" in the sense of inherent chara.cter). this position is exemplified in
the views of Namuchi (X!I.219). who attributes the happenings of the world
to the Ordainer (sastr or dhâtr). Bali (XII.216-217; 220). who attributes them
to time (kâla) and to chance (haçba). and. finally. to the Lord Himself
(prabhu ). and Vrtra (XII.270-273). who attributes them aU to Vi~~u­

Naray~a.
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The example of Namuchi is perhaps the most extreme of an aSUr:l
totally reconciled with his loss of celesùal prosperity and powers at the
hands of Indra. A sense of loss and sorrow can have no place when it is clear
that (XII.219.8-13):

ekapsas~nad~tiyostis3~â

garbbe sayiinaIP puru~arp S3Sti sast5J

teniinusi~tap praV3.1J.3divodakarp
yadJiiniyukto 'smi tadJii vabiillllli

bbiivaobiiviiVabbijiinangariyo
jiinami sreyo na tu tatkaromil
~asu~M.m~S~~~s~u~­

anyadJiini:yukto 'smi tadJii vabamill

yadJiiyadJiisya praptavyaJP. pr-dpnotyeva tadJâ tadJaj
bba~tavyazp yadJiiyacca bbavatyeva tadJâ tadJ5J1

yatra yat.r-aiva s:;up.yu.r;zkte dbâ~ garbb:;up. punap punapl
tarra tatraiva vasati nayatra svayamiccbatill

bbavoyo'yamanuprapto bba~tavyamid:;up.mamal
iti yasya sadii bbiivo na sa mubyetkadiicanall

paryiiyairbanyamiiniinamabbiyok~na ~dyatel

du1Jkbametattuyaddve~tiikartiibamitimanyate\l

"There is one Ordainer (sastr= "divine lawmaker") and no second. His
control extends to the human being resùng in the womb. Controlled by the
Ordainer, l continue down the path to which l am confined, like water
running down an inclined slope. Though fully cognizant of the merits of both
existence [i.e. as a jiva or embodied soul] and non-existence [Le. liberated
!rom this condition] and knowing full well which of the two is to be
preferred. l do nothing [to achieve either of these states]. Leading my life
according to the dharma resulùng inpleasure, and also the contrary [i.e. non­
virtuous activities leading to pain], l go on as l am impelled to do. Whatever
one is to achieve will be achieved and whatever destiny (bba~tavya=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 (dhatr = "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 govemed by
alternating periods of pleasure and pain. There is only sorrow if one tb;nks, '1
am the agent' (kart{)." And he concludes by saying (XII.219.21-23):

yadevamanujatasya dhaCiiro vidadhu.g purii\

tadeviinubhavi~yiimikûp. memrtyu.g kar#yatill

labdhavyanyevalabhategantavyanyevagaccbatil

priiptavyanyeva priipnoti du.gkhâili ca sukhâili cali

etadviditviikiirtruryenayo muhyatimiinava-1l1
kusala.g sukhadu.gkhe~ sa vai sarvadhanesval"aÇ1I

"1 will suifer the consequences ofwhatever the Ordainer (dhatr) decided
before 1 was bom. [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 what it is
that creates the faIse impression of agency, a man is indifferent to pleasure
and pain and becomes master of aIl 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 aIl
change of fortune to the workings of time (kiila) and chance (yadrcchii), both
of which are reaIly only extensions of the Supreme Divinity. He first wams
Indra not to flaunt his newfound prosperity by reminding him that
(XII.21 7.25):

kiila.g sarvarp. samadattekiila.g sarvaJP. prayacchaal

kiilena vidhrtaJ?2 SarvaJP. mak{rhiil;l sakrapauru~1I

"It is time (kiila) that gives aIl and takes aIl. Everything is ordained by
time. Do not brag about your great manliness (pauru~a). 0 Indra". The new
Lord of heaven is mistaken in 2ttributing what has occurred to bis own
doing. since (XIL217.3S-36 and 39):
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naitadasmatkrtaIll sakranaitaccbakra tvayiikrtaIlll
yattvamev:up.gato vajrinyadviIpxevaIllgatii vaxam!l

na kanna tava nilnye~ÏÏJ72 kuto mama satakrato!

rddbirvapyatba vanarddbil} paryaXakrtamev'a ta~!

kiiliqI stbiipayate sarv:up. kiilal} pacati vai tatbat

"What we have now become, 0 Indra is not because of anything we
have done. Nor is your present fortune, 0 Indra, due to anything you have
done. You have done nothing. 0 thunderbolt-wielder, by which you are now
enjoying this affluence; nor have 1 done anything by which 1 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 a passage in
which the claim is made that (XII217.45):

niibazp. kartiina caiva tvaJp nilnyal} kartasacïpatel

paryiiye1J.abi bbujyante10kiqI sakmyadrccbayiill

"1 am not the agent. - kart{' [of acts that appear to be mine]: nor are
you the agent of other acts [that appear to be performed by you], 0 Lord of
Saci. It is chance (yadrccbii), 0 Sakra, that governs the worlds."

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

niibazp. kartana karta tvaJp kartayasro sadaprabbul}1

soya.zp pacati ka;o mÏÏJ72 vr~e pba.lamivagacamll

"1 am not the agent; nor are you the agent. It is the Lord (prabbu) who is
always the agent. Thus it is time (kiila being synonymous with prabbu) that
ripens melike a fruit emerging from a tree."

The evident tension between these two paths is weil illustrated in the
story of Vrtra. a well-known brahm;n asura who falls fouI of Indra's
ambitions and is evenroally killed by mm with the help of Vi~~u and Siva
(XII272). The account of the spiritual education of Vrtra (the Vrtragïtii) is
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first introduced by Bhï~ma to reassure Yudhi~ç.hira (who wishes, as usual, to
abandon his duties for a life of sarpnyiisa) that there will sorne day be an end
to his tormented life. Since al! things in this world come to an end, and even
the cycle of rebirth must have an end, he is able to tell the king that
(XII.270.7-8):

udyogiideva dharmajiia kalenaivagami,syathall

Iso yarp. satatarp. dehinrpate pU.(1yapiipaY0./l1
tata eva samutthena camasii rudhyate'pi cali

"Your determination, 0 knower of the dharma, will puli.\'ou through in
time. But always [bear in mind], 0 king, that the embodied soul (dehi =

jiva) is never the author of bis merlts and demerlts [resulting from bis
activities in the world]. It is from the darkness (camas =the darkness of
ignorance) that envelops him that these [merlts and demerits] take their rlse."
This cryptic statement reminds Bhï=1ma of how Vrn-a first failed the test of
bis guru Usanas (his knowledge being limited at this point to the immediate

consequences of the pravrttidharma ). whereupon he is e.xposed to the
wisdom of the sage Sanatkumiira about the extended wanderings of the soul
(jiva) through the seven world-systems over a perlod of many kalpa. Most

noteworthy is what he reveals about the role of action (karma; pravrtrt.) in
this immense spiritual pilgrimage to the abode of Vi~~u. Whatever the
practices undertaken for this purpose (scriptural study. tapas. sacrifice. etc.).
they are far from useless (as sorne might claim) since the jiva (XII.271.10­
12):

biihye ciibbyancare caivakarm:i.(1iimanasi sthita.P1
DirmaJ.ilr.urute buddbyiiso inutriii2antyamaSnutell

yathiibirar}.yakartii vairopymagnau visodbayetf
bahuso'tiprayatnenamahatiitmakrtenabill

tadvajjiicisatairjiva.(lsudhyate'lpenakarm:i.(1ii]
yatnenamahatiicaiviipyekajiitau visudbyatell

"anains the infinite reaches of these bigher worlds by re1ying on external

practices (karma) and aets of mind to purify bis (nature) with bis own
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understanding (buddbl). Just as a goldsmith, through repeated effort
(atiprayacna) , 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 (yacna) 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 mental habIts ("üsanii)

that have accumulated from time immemorial. He is thus driven to conclude
that (XII.271.16):

evarp jatisacairyuktogUI}.aireva pras:l1J.gi~ul

buddhyiini'V-artace doso)':!cnenabby-.ïsajenall

"In this manner, problems (dosa) arising from attachment to th~ gUJ.la

[i.e. to the charms of the material element of the world - pr.üqtll are
dispelled by the understanding (buddbl) over the course of some hundreds of
births by dint of repeated efforts (yacna)."

Human effort is thus given a role but only in so far as the iirman is not
yet "cleansed" of the inherited tendencies arising out of its false
identification with the prak[ti. This emphasis on the cleansing nature of
noble [i.e. Siittvic] acts is a recurrent feature in the epic, exemplified by
~l;la's description of the yogï who "abandoning attachment (S:l1J.g:up.

cyaktvii) perforros actions with the body (ka)':!), the mind (manas), the
intellect (buddht), and even with the senses (indri)':!), for the sole purpose of
purification of the acman (acmaSuddht)" (VI.27/BG.5.11; see also
VI.40/BG.18.5). In S1Jch a case the goal is not self-indulgence (kiima),

worldly S1Jccess (artba), 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 s:up.siira) but the experience ofmo~ain the forro of inseparable union
with the Lord Himself. Vrtraisthustold thathe (XII.271.28-29):

ekasya viddhi devasya sarv:up. jagadid:up. vaSeli

niiniibhiicasyadaicyendracasyaïkacv:up. vadacyayaml

janrul]paSyati jiiiinena caea1J saccvarp. prakiiSacell
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"should know that this entire universe is under the control of one divine
being (deva). The unitY of ail the various creatures is implied in this fact, 0
prince of demons. A living being who sees this (unity) as a result of wisdom
(jii.iina) will be imbued with noble qualities (sauva)". This divine being is the
infinite Vi~~u, the author of the universe propelled by the wheel of time
(XlI.271.7-8):

srz:w sarvamidarp. daicya v#{lormiibiic.myam uccamaml

vi~J.lau jagacschicarp. sarvamiti viddhiParatrlcapall

srjacye~a mahiibiibo bhücagriimarp. cariicaraml
e~ ciïk#pate kiile kiile visrjacepuaa.{111

"Listen, 0 demon, to this complete account [sarvarpidarp. aiso implies
'the universe'] of the supreme greatness of Vi~~u. Know, 0 scorcher of foes,
that the entire universe is supported by ViglU. lt is He who engenders the
teeming throng of mobile and immobile creatures, 0 mighty-armed one; and,
in the course of time (kiile .!::iile), it is He who destroys them, and once again
brings them into e:cistence."

This leads to the conclusion that the fruit of ail action undertaken in the
embodied state ultimately leads to a new self-understanding whereby the
iic.man. shifts its vision from the materiai embodiment with which it has long
been identified (deha; pra1q"CJ.) to Nara~a (= Vi~~u) Himself. The fruit of
aU action, as weil as the fruit of aU renunciation of action is thus conceived
as Nara~aHimself. He is karmaphala as weil a:; akarmaphala (XlI.271.24­
25).

1 ~bde1eine Biarde:t.u. "'The wv:ation. of the king in. the M:1habhàr:lt:l." in Cgnrxjburj20"i IQ Indigo
SÇQqJQgy Mw SNia'. 1S. 1-2 (1981): 92.

3 M. Hiriy:lllllll. Pslpu!"C fus"Y' io lodino Pbj!q'ophy (Mysore: Kavyalaya Publishers, 1952), p. 36.

4 Biordeau, "Etudes (V)", p. 196.

5 ct. Julian Wocds, "The Doctrine of Karma in the BhagavadgïtlL" In Tbe Joul'ZlJl1 of 5cudies in me
Bb.C.vadgI&S vnI-IX, 1988-1989: 47-81. SlIIlIk='s views are c1ear e:lClugb, In the 1nlroductîol1 ta
Chapte<' 5 of bis GitAbh~ he states, for example, that, Oit is impossible to imagine, even in a dream,
that a real.ized being <lUm.t:IttVlIvid) would derive ""Y benefit from k:Jrm.YOC., so opposed to right
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knowledge (=yagdariana), and entirel)" based on illusor)" knowledge (l:litb.,·.jrl.Jnar.
(.l:ar<a'Y"tvopadesi' i""alaltval'ida!> slUlJyagdarianal'iruddball l:litby.jrl.Jnabe,u/:a!> J:armayosa~

svapIle'pi Ila =bb.'''Y;WIll sa.!:>..re). Ali knrm. is • produel of al'id)". since il is onl)" possible in •
plur:ilistic world of iIJdividu:l1aclors Md instruments of .clion. For mm, therefore, Krsn.·s empbasis on
.ctiOIJ iIJ Ch.pler 3 of the Gil~ is signifieMI onl)' in eomparison 10 the kind of f:l1se renUIJci.lion of
.ction described iIJ VI.26/BG.3.4 as mere reIlUIJci.lion and again .1 VI.26/BG 3.8 as non·.clion
(a.i::tr.ma),

61n eontr:lSt to the adbyis:J theory of S:lJ1',knr:t,this trie.!: of the mind lat.s effecl .llbe indil'idu:l1 ('~'altz)
l'l1tber thM o.t the collective (slUlJas") level of re:lli!)'. Furthennore, the resulting bumM esl.te is
eonsidered by Rilmllttuja as "re:l1" iIJ the sense th.1 il is • re:l1 (i.e. nol illusol)') composile of sou1 (.tnlan)
DlJd body (sant:!; deba; pi{lda, ele.).

8 Y"iiiidïbbi1,l.l:annabbi1,l ilrUdbita!> paramaplltUsa!> asya l1ll.di.t~Ulapt"~';ttalc=al-.Is:Jn.1ll samucebidya
a'7itn!=iv:zlo.l:l1llD/1ldadiftilbywtba!>11

9 Cf. V1.25/BG.3.5: 3.27-28; 3.33: V1.27IBG.5.14: VI,35/BG.13.30: VI.36IBG.14.19 cIe.
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VII- The K$atriyadharma

The foregoing analysis suggests that epic attitudes to human action are
dominated by two separate perspectives. From the cosmic vantage-point that
"sa kartii sa karyam " - He is the actor, and He is what has to be
accomplished (XII.327.89; also XIII.143.12) - puru~akiira would be
regarded as the product of a fictional ego-identity whose very existence is
predetermined by the ignorance (avidyii) 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 abaIpkiira literally means"l do," from abam =l
and -IJcr = to do). lt is 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 e.xamples of the attempts made to distinguish the
various causalities involved (cf. pps. 89-91). In the Bhagavadgïta
(VI.40/BG.18.14), five factors (kiiraJ}a) are enumerated. including the
material basis of the action (adbi~~iina), the actor or doer (kartr =
abaIpkiira), the instrUments used (karaça) , the various energies involved
(prtbak ce~ii). 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 aiso 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. 0 king, not the shaving
of the head" (da.J].lja eva bi riijen.dra. k~acri.ya.dba.rmo na .mu.çlja.na.m)
(XII.24.30). The k~acri.ya path is 11.0C the renunciation of the brabrn; n (niv!Ut)
which would be the dharma of another. but the active path of renunciation-
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in-action, the pravrrtidharma advocated b)' Kr~t:la in the Bhagavadgïtii. This
is wh)' the k~atriya who turns awa)' from confrontation (as Arjuna was
initiall)' tempted ta do) or from his ro)'al duties (as Yudhi~çhira is inclined ta
do throughout) becomes an abject of censure. Puru~akâra ma)' be a product
of mistaken identity, but for the k~atriya, particularl)' with respect ta the
duties of the king (the rajadharma) , it is the ke)' ingredient.

Debate over puru~akiira arises primaril)' in connection with famil)'
differences over Yudhi~çhira's character and policies. 1 As events unfold, his
atypical (for a ~atriya) passivity appears more and more ta belie the promise
of his name, "firm in combat." Eventuall)', this "son of Dharma" beccmes the
storm center of the conflict between the two dharmas, expressed by his own
personal conflict between bis responsibilities as householder and king (that is
to sa)', bis duties according to the traditional pravrttidharma). and his natural
preference for the nivrttidharma. Tbis fault line in bis character is
dramaticall)' revealed in the pressure of the war's aftermath by a sudden shift
from the one dharma to the other, as Yudhi~çhira makes a final bid to
abandon his responsibilities in favour of the life of a forest sage. As Klaes
has pointed out: "Thus Yudbisthira stood before the dilemma that the
renunciation of bis 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."2 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 bis 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 length and
intensity - leads direetly to the questioning of Bhi~ma concerning the
rajadharma that Yudbi~~now reluctantly agrees to follow.

!romcaUy. the debate of the forest exile (III27-33) is sparked by concern
over the most appropriate poliey for recovering the worldly life and kingdom
he will subsequently wish to abandon in a last desperate bid to return to the
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forest. It occurs while the brothers and their common 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 k~atriya). In short, we once again have a
scene like the world of Brahmii himself (brabmalokasama) , reminiscent of a
1q"tayuga for which Yudhi~~might be e.."pected to have a natural affinity
(III.27.2ff.). In fact, the very contrary is the case, and we find themail mired
in grief. One evening, Draupadï turns to Yudhi~~ira to enquire how it is
possible, under the circumstances, that he has no anger for the Kaurava. A
k~atriya without anger is unheard of in her experience, but Yudhi~~ira is
just the opposite (III.28.34). "Why doesn't your anger grow?" she enquires
repeatedly (kasmanmanyurna vardhate). A k~atriya 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 ofPrahliida and Bali Vairocana to
this effect (III.29).

After listening to Yudhi~ira e.xtol the merits of patience (k~a.mii), finaily
concluding that il is the "eternal dharma (dharmaÇ sanatanaÇ) of those who
have mastered themselves" (III.30.50), her own patience runs out. She begins
to berate him for the kind of dharma he protects (which certainly smacks of
the nivrtcidbarma), but which - as she points out - has been incapable of
protecting him (III.31.8). How could the situation arise in which, ail of a
sudden, he is seized with the spirit of gambllng? ('11.18). She suddenly recails
an old icibiisa which leads her to conclude that he is somehow in the power
of the dbatr (the one who bestows), who, we are told, manipulates ail living
creatures like wooden doUs (diirUmayi yo~ii) ('11.22). Human beings have no
control over themselves or over others ('11.24), since the dbatr operates from
within their bodies and uses them as mere instruments to realize his own
good or evil purposes ('11.30). Spreading confusion with his maya ('11.31), he
plays with their fortunes like a child with its toys ('11.36).

Now this. in itself. sounds like a pure nivrrci perspective wbich, under other
cïrcumstances, Yudhi~ might be willing to entertain. In this case,
however. he is appailed at what he considers a heresy (niiscika) (III.32.2). He
defends bis 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 pravrrcidbarrna of bis caste and
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station of life (be describes bimse1f as grhiinih':lS:lt:i - a person established
in a bousebold). He bimse1f obeys this dbarma not for the rewards (ph:l1a) it
brings, bowever, but because it is bis very nature (;n'abl;:i\'a) to do so (.... .4).3

Famous seers and teacbers greater than the gods ba....e aU reached their
positions of eminence and power througb strict adberence to this dharma.

Casting doubt upon it and upon the motives of the dh:itr is thus a dangerous
course ('11.10-14). Without a standard (promfu,la), buman beings would each
become standards unto themselves (iitmapromfu,la) and, driven by desire and
greed (karnalobbanuga) , fail into bell ('11.18). Nor can there be any doubt
about acts bearing fruit, since if the various religious practices laid ciown by
the Veda w~re without effect, it would be the greatest hO:L'\: of aU time
(vipra13.17lbbo' yamatyant~), and the men of old would bave abandoned
them ('11.25-26). As Bruce Long bas noted, "Yudbighira counters Draupadï's
condemnation of God with essentiaily the same message as that delivered to
Job by the voice in the wbirlwind: "Dbarma alwa;'s bears [appropriate]
fruit...[and] is never fruitless....Tbe fruition of acts, good as well as bad, their
appearance and disappearance, are the mysteries of the gods. "4 Tbe wizardry
of the gods is obscure, but neither the dbarma nor the deva should be
doubted just because the results are not seen (adadina) ('11.36). In the words
of Brabma to bis sons, "work bas its rewards - this is the eternal dbarma "
(karmaJJ.iûp pbal3.17lastiti tatbaitaddbarma siisvat3.17l) (v. 37). Tbe dbarma
(here c1early the pravrrtidbarma) should under all circumstances be obeyed,
and Draupadï should abandon her lack of faith.

Yudbi~çhira's vigorous defence of the merits of action performed in accord
with the pravrttidbarma forces Draupadï to abandon what was, in effect, a
nivrttidbarma perspective (III.33). She does not, of course, really understand
either position (she lldmits that she is babbling from grief), but what she now
says is revealing, if a trifle confusing. Sbe is now willing to admit ­
repeatiJlg what she once overbeard from a brabmin visitor to her father's
house - that the survival of allliving things from the dbiitr and the vidbiitr

down to the crane in the water is dependent on effort (uttbiina) ('11.7).

"Svakarma kuru mii gliisï1J " - do your own dut)" and do not slacken ('11.8)
- for one's task is to increase and to preserve what one has ('11.9). Without
action the whole system of life in the world would collapse ('11.10). The key
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ingredient is thus the thought behind the action (karmab uddbl} , not the
elements of fate (di~~a) and chance (ba~a), since (v.18):

evarp ba~iicca daiviiccasvabbiiviitkarmil.(lascatba]

yiini pr:Ipnotipuru~ascacpba1arppiirvakam:zil.(l~1I

"Whatever happens to a man from the combined effects of chance (ba~a),

destiny (daiva) and natural causes (svabbiiva), as well as from the work put
into it (karma) is the result of ail the acts performed by him previously
(piirvakarma )." 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 e.'{ternal agencies (in this
case the dbiicr) governing the apportionment of these previous actions (v.19):

dbticiipibisvakam:zaiva caiscairbeCUbbirïsVllI7l.1l1

vidadhiiti vibhajyeha pha1:up. piirvak[taIp .Df.Qamli

"The Lord in the form of the dbiicr ordains one's role in life (svakam:za) 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 still
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):

manasiirtbiinv~icyapaSciicprapnoci kam:zil.(la]

buddbipiirvalp. svay:up. dhïra1Jpuru~cacra kiiril.(l:up.1I

s:up.kbyiiCu1p. naiva sakyiini karmiiI}ipuru$~abbal

agiiranagariir].ifrp. hi siddhiPpuru$abaicukiJl

"-,liter deciding what one wants (artba) with one's mind (manas). man, as a
rational being (dhira) , thereafter becomes the cause ofwhat happens (kiiril.(la)

as a result of previous tb; ok; Dg (buddhipiirva). It is not possible to enumerate
the chain of acts. 0 bull among men. [but] the success of houses lUid towns is
due to human intervention." It is by one's own mind (dbi) that the means
(upiiya) 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
destinyas contrasted with man's own efforts (puru~prayatna). since we do
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not have a complete view of the chain of causes leading ta the present state
of aifairs (vv.30-31). Wh)". then. does the dh:itr have a place? Seemingl)" for
the reason that (vv.33-34):

yadi na syfinna bbütiitlarp krp3.IJ.o nâ.ma kaSc3.nall

yarp. yamartbamabbiprepsu./J kuruce k=a püru~a./JI

"If he did not exist. none of the creatures wou1d be wanting in anything
whatsoever. A man could perform an act to achieve whate....er 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,
provided that the act was weil planned and executed. If the monsoon fails
aiter the peasant has tilled the soil and planted the seed, what fault is it of
bis? (vv. 44-45). The smart man (dbïr3.) thus uses his intelligence (medbii) to
evaluate the conditions of place and lime (desakiila) , applying various means

(upaya) according to his strength (baIa) and capacity (saktl), not forgetting
an appeal to "good 1uck" (m3.IJ.gaIarp. svaStl) ("1.49). These arguments of
Draupadï do apparently have the desired effect on this occasion, since
Yudbighira is later reported to have agreed to slay Duryodhana and "enjoy
the earth" (cf. XII.14.8-11). As Biardeau suggests: "Througbout this
dialogue, the princess evidently plays the role of sakti for the king. Tbis is
weil within the logic of ber personality, the buman projection of the
Goddess, the active element in the creation but at the same lime (within the
logic) ofphilosopby."S

Of course, this is not the end of bis perverse tendency to compromise and to

avoid confrontation at ail costs. His compliant apprcacb to the impending
crisis becomes the subject of an impassioned plea by bis mother Kuntï
shortly before the outbreak of hostilities (V.130). She begins ("1.6) by rating

him an ignorant fool (mancfaka), the likes of a srocriya (a brahmin scriptural
scholar) with nothing but a rote understanding of the Veda. and inspired by a
single dharma (dbarmamekaikamik$ace). She even caUs him a failure (av{m)
("1.25). She clearly feels he must be weaned away from the dharma he is

foilowing (presumably the nivrtcidbarma) and ga1vanized into action ("1.7):
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a.J.lgilvek~asvil dhiIrmilJ!1 tVilJ!1 yathii S~?aiJsvaYilJ!1bbuvii]
urastaiJ k~iltriyaiJ s~?o bâbuviryopajivitii]
krurJya kiIrma.J.le nity3.IJl prajiiniirp. paripalanell

"Come now! you should observe the dhiIrma promulgated by the self­
existent Lord (svaYilJ!1bhu). The k~atriya was bom from his chest to live by
the strength of his iIrms. to act forever harshly for the protection of his
subjects." In other words. he should follow the pravrrtidbiIrm.a of the k~atriya

attested by the primal sacrifice described in the puru~asukta hymn of
Rgveda X.xc.12. As she subsequentIy points out (V.130.28):

brdllma.J.laiJpraciIredbhaik~ilJ!1 k~atriYa1J paripalayetj
vaïsyo dbanfirjanilJ!1 kuryiicchüdraiJpariciIrecca ranll

"The brahmin should live as a mendicant. the ~atriya should protect. the
vaisya should generate wealth. and the südra should serve the rest of
them". And she fumer buttI'esses her argument with the significant
statement that (V.130.15-16):

kalo viik~ilJ!1râjiio râjii viikalak~aml
iti te silJ!1sayo mii bhiidrâjiikalasya k~amll

râjiilqtayug~?iitretiiya dviiparasya cal
yugasya ca carortbasya râjii bbavatik~amll

"To the question: 'is it the time that is the cause (k~a) of the king or the
king the cause of the time?' you should have no doubts. Tt is the king who is
the cause of the time. Tt is the king who initiates the lq"tayuga. the tretayuga
and the dviiparayuga. and it is also the king who is the cause of the foum
age (i.e. the kaliyuga)." This echoes similar statements made in the
Riijadharma section of Book XII (e.g. XTI.92.6; XTI.139.7).

She also exhoI'tS him fumer with an ancient history (itibiisa) called "jaya "
(victory) to be heard by one who wishes to triumph (srotavyo vijigi~1J.i!î)

(V.134.17). This is cast in the form of a dialogue (silJ!1viida) between a
mother (Vidurii) and her son S3lp.jaya (completely demoralized from defeat
at the hands of the Saindhava king). Vidurii provokes him to action in no
uncertain terms. telling him to stop wallowing in self-pity and to have some
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backbone. When a man shows courage he has nothing to be ashamed of,
since success or fallure is not a matter of concern to the learned (:J.1abdhra

yadi va labdhva niinusocanti p:lJ.2çfitiU:z) (V.131.15). It is ~"Uperiority over
others that is the measure of a man. whether in sacred knowledge (srut:up),

tapas. good fortUne (sn'"), or gallantry (vikrama). However. being a k~acriya

she must warn him (V.131.23):

na cvev"ajii1mïrp. kapii1üp. vrtti.me~itumarh:lSil

1l(Sarp.syamayaSasyiiJp. ca du-1JkhiiJp. kiîpuru~ocitiünll

"Do not pursue the contemptible existence of a mendicant. vile.
dishonorable. wretched. practised by people of dubious reputation
(kapuru~a)." A man is called puru~a 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" (agate kiïle kiii;y'arp.), she tells him (V.133.5). To fight and to win is
the task of the k~atriya. on this earth. and "to act forever harshly for the
protection of bis subjects" (krùraya. karm3.{le nityarp. prajiiniiJp. paripillane

[V.133.11. repeating the third line of V.130.7 quoted above]). Without
desirable possessions a man soon becomes a non-entity (abhava) "like the
Ganges flowing into the ocean" (V.133.16). This, of course, is a common
image employed in the Upani~ads (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
actionis always impermanent. but (V.133.24-25):

anir:ya.miti jiïnanto na bhavanti bhavanti cal

acbaye naiva. kurvanti naiva. jatu bhavanti tell

ekagu~ya.manihayiï.mabhava.-1J karm:lJ.2iiJp.phala.m1
acba dvaigu1J.ya.mïhayiiJp. phalarp. bhavati vana vaj 1

"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 (ïhiL) has two. There is either a
result, or there is not." The right attitude is always to think, "this is going to
be" (bhav#ya.tl) (v.27). Her admonitions finally lead S~jlt;?a to announce
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that he will rise up (ud /yam) , subdue his enemies and win victory
(V.134.14).

As already mentioned, Yudhi~!-bira's congenital desire for sarpnyiisa reaches
its peak immediately aiter 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, Yudbi~!-bira becomes paralyzed by grief and a
sense of guilt when it is ail over. Tbis is due to the fact that the victory he
had gained as a king "was a complete defeat for mm as man, since he was
disloyal to his own nature."ô In particular, he must come to terms with the
knowledge that his own covetousness (i.e. rather than the k$atriyadbarma
per se) was responsible for the death of thousands of brave warrïors,
including his eIder brother Kar.Q.a. As Chaitanya notes, bis 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 bis natural propensity to abandon al! worldly
responsibilities, and, addressing Arjuna, he reflects on what might have been
(XII.7.3):

yadbaik$amacari$}'ama ~1J.Y31ldba.k.apure vayaml
jiiatïnni~puru~a:nlqtviinema:rp. priipsyama durgadmll

"If we had led a life of mendicancy in the cities of the V~.Q.Ï and the
Andhaka. we would not have had to put up with this hard life as a result of
our kinsmen." Al! anger and remorse is tumed against the k$atriya values,
and he bursts out (XII.7.5):

dbigastu k~atramaciirarp. dbigastu balamaurasaml
dbigastvam~arpyenemamapadarpgamitavayamll

"Fie on k$actiya practices, fie on might and valor and wrath. al! of wbich
have brought us to this calamity." Further indictment of the evils of war and
disclosure that grief is the only legacy of bis initial hatred and anger at the
enemy is followed by bis announced intention of leaving for the woods
(XII.7.36):

sa dbanarpjayanirdvandvomunirjiiii.D.asamanvita1J1
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vanamamancraya va.1l sarviing=:·,,'a:mipar:JI!l tapaI!

"Therefore, Dhanal!J,jaya, disregarding the pairs of opposites. l will go to the
woods, 0 scorcher of foes, and become a muni dedicated to the path of
knowledge." His naroral propensities have led him to abandon the
prav.rtcidharma. of the k~acriya. and adopt the ni'rrcidharma of the brahmin.
His brothers and friends, and the company of sages who had come to offer
consolation and comfort to the king, are understandably appalled, this being
tantamount to the "rajasic abandonment" a1ready condemned by Kr~l).a

(VI.40/BG.18.8), as well as involving "the dharma of another," aIso
condemned by Him (VI.25/BG.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
puru~a.kiira with the proponents of the pravrtcidharma. of the warrior-king
(k~criyadbarma ; rajadbarma). As the debate proceeds between the two sides
(with YudhiW1ira seeking to justify his desire for the forest mode of life), his
opponents are forced more and more into philosophicaI 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 puru~iirain the form of the d3.1J.lja or "rod of chastisement," to guide the
course of events in the realm and in 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 (artba) , there can be no religious life at
all. He begins by asking rather pointedly why, aiter performing the dharma
of bis own order well enough to win the entire earth, Yudhi~~ira now wishes
to throw it all away. Why then did he slay all these kings of the earth in the
first place? (v.5). Ifhe abandons the kingdom now to adopt the miserable life
of a mendicant (kapaJin.), what will people think of him? (v.7). Making no
provision for the morrow may be all right for a recluse, but Yudhi~irahas
been born into a race of kings, and the rajadbarma depends entirely on
material prosperity (dbana) (v. 12). Indeed, practically everything in life ­
religious duties (dharma), pleasure (kiiina), heaven, courage, ange:-.learning
(sruta.J?l). 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 ownkinsmen
(i.e. the asura ) in the process. He suggestS Yudhig.hira 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 weil with Yudhi~P1ira

(XII.9). Rather than the course advocated by Arjuna, he would abandon the
pleasures and practices (sukbiiciirii) of men and wander the forest, living with
the animals on fruits and bernes, and performing the strictest tapas
(mahaccapa) (v. 4). Looking to others like a blind and deai idiot
(jaçiindbabadbiriikrtl), he plans to live contentedly by deriving happiness
from his own soul (v.1S). Why do this? He says it is al! the result of his
reflection on the conditions of e.,,<istence. He sees how human beings are
caught in relations of cause and effect by everything they do in life, such as
looking aiter their wives and children and supporting their k;nsmen. And
when it is al! over and they leave this world, the consequences, good and
bad, must then be bom by them alone. No one else is responsible (vv.30-31).
This makes him realize that (vv.32-33):

eva.rp sarpsiiracakre'sminvyiividdbe rathacakravacj
sameti bbiitagriimoyarp bbiicagriime1J.a kaiyaviinll

janmamrryjariivyiidbivedaniibbirupadrutaml
asiiramimamasvantarp sarpsiiraIp. tyajataJ;J sukbamll

"In this manner, doing what they have to do, the world's creatures al! come
into this wheel of life (sarpsiiracakra) that resembles the wheel of a chariot.
Coming here, they meet with their fellow-creatures. Whoever abandons the
sarpsiira - which is worthless and insubstantial, being soon aiflicted by
birth, death, old age, disease and pain - is a happy man." When even the
gods and great~ in Heaven itself stand to fal! from their positions of power
and eminence, what bener then, on the strength of this nectar of wisdom
(prajiiiim{ta), than to opt for what is permanent (ary'llya), etemal (siiSvaca),

and secure (dbruva) (v. 36)?

It is now Bhima's tum to brand his eIder brother "an ignorant fool (mandaka)
of a srotriya with nothing but a rote understanding of the Veda" (XII.10.1).
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He repeats the verbal jab made by Arjuna. \Yhy tell us ail this now. aiter a
battle that could otherwise have been avoided? He acts like a person who
gets covered inmud from digging a well but refuses to drink the water. Other
similar unflanering comparisons are made. However. the main thrust of his
argument is that a king should fulfil bis responsibilities. He points out that
(XII.10.17-19):

iipackiile bi sarp.yiisal,J kartavya ici s#Y:ltel
jarayiibbipariten:lsacrubbinyasiten:lc:l11

tasmiidiba krtaprajiiiistyiig:up napa.ric:!k~atel

dbarmavya.tik.ra.m.:up ced:up man)':lD.tesük~m adarSinal,J1I

"It has been laid down that S:lIpnyiisa 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 ('J'iiga) 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 (XII.10.26):

tatha cediitmabbiigye~uniiIlye#iJp. siddbimasnutel

asmiickarmaiva.kartavy:up niisci siddb.ira.karm 11.Qal,J1I

"Just as success in life (siddbl) is won on the strength of one's own good
fortune (bbiiga) and not on that of another, you should do your own duty
(kartavy:up - i.e. not that of another). Success is not won by doing nothing
(:!karma)." This leads Arjuna to emphasize the importance of the domestic
mode of life (grbasthiiSra.ma) in the forro of a story. When a number of
young brahm;n boys decide to leave home for a life of tapas in the forest,
Indra appears as a bird to convince them that crue tapas can be obtained only
through a life of domesticity (XII.11.20).

The baton is then passed to Nakula who carnes this theme a step further
(XII.12). One who adopts the next mode of life by abandoning his
responsibilities as a householder is an iitma'J'iigi (one who abandons his own
self) (v.8). The domestic mode is the foundation of ail 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 renouncer is not the one who escapes to the woods, but the one who
fulfils al! his domestic duties in the right spirit (XII.12.15):

abhimiinak{tarp karma Ilaitatphalavaducyatej

tyiigayuktarp mahâriija sarvameva mahiiphalamll

"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 (tyiigayukta) are productive of abundant fruit." If Yudbi~püra
wishes to renounce his wealth, he should perform sacrifices such as the
r:Ijasüya and the aSvamedha (v.26). A king is the very embodiment of Kali
who does not provide for his subjects (v27). The true yogi is the king who
abandons al! internal and external attachments, not the one who abandons bis
worldly responsibilities for dwelling in the woods (v.33).

This argument is. of course, strongly supported b}' bis twin brother.
However, he adds the significant warning that (XII.13.2-4):

biihyadravyavimuktasya siirire~cagrdhyata..tJ1
yo dharmo yatsukh:up. vasfiddvip.tiiIp tattatbiistu Ila..tJ1l

siirirarp dravyamutsrjya prtbivimanusiisata..tJ1
yo dharmo yatsukh:up. vii syiitsuhrdiiIp. tattatbiistu Ila..tJ1l

dvya.k~arastu bhave=rtyu~a.raJp. brahma.sasvaraml
mameti ca. bhavenmrtyurna. m.ameti ca. sasvaramll

"The abandonment of al! external objects by one who still cavets 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 tbree­
syllable word 'Ila. m.ama.' (not mine) should be regarded as the equivalent of
eternal Brahma."

Draupadi. too, puts in a word here. She recal!s what he had planned while in
forest e.xile at the Dvaita lake (XII.14.8-11) and reminds him that friendsbip
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towards ail creatures (miU'3tii sarvabbùtan:irp), charity (dana), study of the
scriptures (adbyayana), and tapas constitute the dharma of the brahmin, not
that of a king (v.lS). It was not by study, gift-ghi.ng, mendicancy. 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 (unmiiiga) and needs medical treatment (v.34).

Arjuna once again urges the king to look to the natural course of things
(svabbiivaIp. paSya laukik=) and take up his duties (vA). The world is
dependent on the rod of chastisement (d:u:uja) wielded by the king. There is
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 (vidbiinaIp. devavibicaIp.) as food for living beings. There is no point
in getting upset by it; yachii~?o 'si riijendra tacha bbavitumarbasi ("you have
to adapt to the role created for you, 0 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 d:u].Ija. which constitutes the root of all civilized
life. Our acts are dependent on our level of material prosperity (archa). but
this in itself is dependent on the daJ].Ija of the king. It is daJJ.cja alone that
prevents matters from degenerating into the law of the jungle (vA8). 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 ail

acts something of both are seen (v.SO). In any case (as Arjuna himself
remembers from VI. 24/BG.2.l9). we must remember that whoever is slain
in this process. is not reaily slain (vv.S6-S8). Bhïma adds in this connection
that bis elder brother now has a battle on bis hands even more critical than
the battle jUst fought with Bhï~ma, Dro.Q.a and his other enemies. This is the
battle for his own mind. wbich. if he does not conquer before he dies, will
bring him back to this earth to fig.b.t these very foes again (XII. 16.20-23).

Yudbi~ uses this as an opporrunity for some well-chosen words about
Bhïma's notorious appetite for food and for the pleasures of the world (XII.
17). Appetite for worldly things has no bounds. Only those who have
renounced ail enjoyments and have subdued the demands of their bodies by
tapas can attain to the bighest state of beatitude (scbiinamanuccamam) (v.6).
He challenges him to free himself !rom the great burdens of dharma and
adbarma with wbich the nature of kingship is invested (v.7). Enjoyments in
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this world are a form of bondage (bandbana), and have also been called
action (k:zrmebokta). 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.IS):

anantlUp bata me vittlUp yasya me niisti ki.rpcanal

mitbiliiyiiIp. pradiptiiyiirp name dabyati ki.rpcanall

"Truly immense is my wealth, yet l have nothing. If the whole of Mithila
were reduced to ashes, nothing of mine would be burned." Human beings
have a faculty of understanding (budd1lJ.) that should be used to rise above
the obvious and ccme to broader understanding of the whole (v.20). The way
to Brahmli is to see the one homogeneous essence behind the infinite
diversity of things (v.22).

This is aU very weil, Arjuna interjects at this point (XII.IB), but you have
forgotten the serious doubts that were raised by Janaka's wife about whether
he did, in fact, truly abandon bis 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 aU 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 on you for their existence)? Only those who are unattached in
the midst of :.nachments (asaktasaktavad), who are independent of the world
(nil)s3.1J.ga), who have broken their bonds (muktabandbana), 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 bis present life. His place in the
scheme of things has been ordained by the very fact of his birth as a ~atriya,

and his prospects for molqa will depend on the spirit in wbich he is able to
fulfill the role he has been given to play in this life. She therefore exhorts
him to keep bis senses under control and "win the worlds, 0 king" (râja jaya

lokiin - i.e. the interim rewards of heaven) by supporting those given to bis
charge (v.34).

Yudbi~Pùra is not yet prepared to accept any of this (to bis mind,
misleading) advice, particularly from a younger brother (XII.19). He

responds in a rather patronizing tone by suggesting that Arjuna may weil

150



•

•

know al! there is to know about the art of weaponry (:!Serajna) and the
practices of heroes (vir.nT'3ta), but he has little sense for the scriprures (v.3).
He proceeds to give Arjuna a short pep-talk on religious practice, although
"you may have difficulty (du-!lkba) understanding ü" (v.IS). 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 (artba) ,which leads to al! sorts of problems (v.2I).

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 al! (XII.20). Both parties have only part of the
truth they claim for their respective positions. Salvation is no doubt the goal
of al! existence, but having won the whole earth according to the dharma (i.e.
the dharma of kings), "you should not abdicate on impulse, 0 king" (na vrtbii
riijaIp.stva1p. parityakrumarbasl) (v.3). And he !àYS down an important
criterion. A king should pass through al! four modes of life that have been
laid down by the Veda, one after another (vA). His role is to perform great
sacrifices involving large amounts of material wealth (arma) in the form of
dak~a (v.S). He emphasizes that karman#rba (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 (XII.20.1 0):

yaj1J.aya smani. db3.J1aID. dbaCrii
ya.$çadi$ça.-!J puru$O rak$Ïta cal
tasmatsarvaIp.yajiia evopayojyaIp.
dbanaIp. tato nantara. eva. kama.-!JII

"The Ordainer (dbatr) created wealth 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 (kama) will follow soon
after." For this reason everything should be offered in sacrifice ­
ta.5madyajiie sarvamevopayojyam (v.14). It is the satisfaction (s3.J!lto$a) that
comes from mastering both desire and aversion (kiünadve$tlu) that human
beings are seeking above al! else (XII.21.2-4). However, the ways of
achieving this are many and varlous. Sorne opt for a life of tranquillity
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(sama), others for an active life (ry-âyama), some p:-actice sacrifice (yajiiii),

others renunciati~n (sarp.nyasa) , charity (diüla) , indulgence (pracigraha) ,

meditation (dhyiina) , sovereignty (riijya) , or just prefer to be alone
(ekiülcasïlina) (vv.7-9). But one born to rule (yo hi riijye stbitaiJ) should
vigorously (prayacnena) practice the dharma laid down by Manu, keepmg
himself forever in control (saSvadvaSi) without preference for what is dear
and what is not (rulyapriyiipriya) (vv.l2-l3). The extiD.ction of all desires
(JlÙïrdiJa) is difficult to reach (sudu~ara) and anended by all sorts of
obstacles (bahuvignii) , the implication bemg that Yudhi~çhirais not yet ready
for such a path (v.l6). Yudhi~çhirashould not grieve for what is past (Arjuna
interjects). In any case, death in battle is the highest sacrifice for the ~aiya.
Tapas and cyiiga are the duties of the briihmaIJ.a (XII.22.4). Rather than
wallow in remorse (sarp.capa) he sh.:>uld "Be ready for action" (darp.sito bbava

karmaIJl) (v.9). Having conquered the earth he should now conquer himself
(vijitiitmii) and perform sacrifices on the model of Indra (v.lO).

Judging the time is right for him to throw the weight of his considerable
authority behind these arguments. Vyiisa now also intervenes in support of
the domestic mode of life (XII.23). What Arjuna has just said is true. The
forest life has not been ordained for him (v.3). and Yudhi~ should
shoulder the burdens of his ancestral kingdom like an ox (v.7). He reiterates
the leading principles of the k~aaiyadbarma.which include. significantly.
exertion (saJp.uttbiüla) and discontent with present prosperity (a.sazpco~a.{l

sriyarp. pratl), i.e. Yudhi~çhirahas more work to do before he is ready for the
sarp.co~a that Devasthana mentioned as constitutiD.g the goal of life (v.lO).
He emphasizes that the real misery of his forest exile has ended. Stretching
before him is a period of happiness (XII.2S.4) in which he can enjoy the
material rewards of life (dharma, artba. and kama.) 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 sarvamedba. and the aSvamedba sacrifices
(v.7) and see to it that his subjects - partîcularly the briihmaIJ.as - are weil
proteeted. Exertion is partîcularly important since (XII.25.20-21):

sumanaitesunïte ca vidbivaccopapiiditel

p'iuru~ekarma.r;zi Jerteniistyadbarmoyudb#tbirall
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v-ip3.dyante sam iirambhii.!l sidhyantyapi ca daivat~1

Jcrte puru$uiire tu nai12~ spfsati piirthivamll

"It is not contrarl' ta the dharma, 0 Yudbi~~ira, if an act is performed with
vigor (pauru$a), after due deliberation (sumantrita) and with the good
counsel of men well-versed in the scriptural ordinances. Human enterprises
(samiirambba) succeed or fail on account of destinl' (daivata). However, if
the king acts with initiative (puru$uiira), he is free of sin (enas)." Ta make
bis point, Vyasa recounts the story of king Hayagrïva who is now sporting in
the world of the gods (modate devalo1ce) after pouring his own life-breaths
on ta the field of battle in the great sacrifice ofwar (vs. 24-33).

But with the lamentations of the wives of the dead heroes still ringing in his
ears, Yudhi~~ finds little jol' at the prospect of earthll' sovereignty. and
Vl'iisa decides he must raise the level of the discussion (XII.26.5-7). He
quotes from what appears ta be a traditional adage of some kind (the metre
changes from anu$P1bh ta tri$tubb).

na 1carma.{liilabhyate cmtayii vii
niipyasya diitapuru$asya 1caScitj
paryiiyayogiidvihit3J!l vidhiitrii
1ciilena sarvarp labhatemanu$ya{lll

na buddhisiistriidhyayanena sUY3J!l
praptutp.vise$airmanujairakiilel
m ürlcho'pipriipnoti1cadiicidarthii
n1ciilo bi1ciiryarp. prati .airv.ïse$a.P1I

niibhütilciile capha13J!l dadiiti
sï1P3J!l namantriiSca tathau$adhiinil
riinyeva1ciilenasamiihitiini
sidhyanti cedbyanti ca bhütilciilell

"Nothing is acbieved bl' action or thought, nor is anything given ta another.
The vidhiitr has laid it down that the course of time be the means of
acquisition (yoga). Man acquires everything through time. No desirable
abject can be obtained by intelligent planning or scriptural srudy if the time
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is not ripe (akiile). There are times when even a fool can enjo)' material
prosperiry (artba). For time is the efficient cause b)' which ail things are
accomplished. In difficult times (abhfirikiile) neither technical skills (silpa)

nor mantra nor medicinal herbs will give the desired result. In good times
(bhfirikiile), on the other hand, these same acts, ifwell-prepared, are favoured
b)' time and achieve success." This is not, as it appears ta be at first sight, a
denial of puru~akara (which he will endorse saon enough). What V)'asa
seems ta be sa)'ing here is that things happen in this world in c)'clic fashion,
modelled on what we would now cail the "laws of nature" , some e..'Camples of
which he now provides, such as the c)'cle of the seasons, the diurnal cycle of
da)' 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 wa)' one expects. Ignorant
fools (.mfiç1hatama) or spiritual masters ma)' enjo)' happiness here, but the
vast majoriry of us have to accept these conditions (v.28). And, of course,
those who are upset at other people's problems will clearl)' never be happ)'
(v.31). Translating the k~triyadhar.m.ainto the forms of religious practice, he
sa)'s (v.32):

d~iiJp.yajiiepiïlan:up. yuddhamâhu­

ryog:up. râ~e d31J.ç1anitfi ca sa.myakl

vittatyag:up. dak$ÏJJ.iirliiJp. cayajiie

samyagjiiiirl:up. piivaniiruli vidyaql

"To be an aspirant for battle is said to be the sacrifice for a .king; due
attention to the science of punishment (da1J.ç1anit1.) in the .kingdom is bis )'oga;
and the da.k#J!.ii payments in the sacrifice is bis "renunciation" of wealth
(vittatyiiga). These should ail be known as aets that sanctify him."

When Yudbi~ continues to blame himself for the deaths of so many of
his .lcinsmen, and even tbreatens to starve himself to death XII.27.2S), Vyasa
intervenes once again to advise that "ail this is destiny" (di~çametadit1.)

(v27), since (vv28-29):

s:up.yogii viprayogiiSca jiitiirliiJp. prâ1}i.D.iiJp. dbruva.ml

budbudiiiva roye~ubbavanri na bbaV3.1lti cali
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sarve k~ayântanicayill;! pat:lI1ântill;! S:lJIl ucchnly~1

s:lJp.yoga vipnlyogântam:tr:lJ.lânt:lJp. hi jïvit:lJIl11

"Life-forms entering this world are sure to pass through stages of union
(s:lJp.yoga ) and dissolution (vipnlyoga ). Like bubbles in the water. the)'
exist for a time and then the)' are gone. Al! things composed of parts are sure
to be destroyed and al! things that rise are sure to fall. Union ends in
dissolution. and life ends in death". On the other hand (v.3D):

sukh:lJp. du{lkhiint:lJIliilasy:lJp. diik~y:lJp. du~kh:lJp. sukhodaY:lJIl1

bhüriÇ srirhrirdhrriÇ siddhirnadak~eniv:IS:II1tyutal1

"Idleness, though pleasant in the beginning, ends in sorrow; Right effort
(diik~ya). though painful in the begincing. ends in happiness. Affluence
(bhüt.!). prosperity (sn"), modesty (hn"), fortitude (dhrt.!) and success (siddhl)

do not proceed from idleness (ad~a)." In other words, without troubling
bimself about the grand scheme of things that happen as a result of the very
uture of the world. Yudhi~~ should focus instead on making the best of
bis 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 Yudhi~ira'scase (v.32):

yatha~ço 'sikaunteya dhatrif karmasu tat.k:urul

ata. eva. hi siddhiste nes:lScvamatmana.!l!1'al1

"Son of Kuntï. do what the dhatrhas ordered foryou. Success abides in work
alone. There is no way for you to escape work. 0 king." Further authority in
support of these themes is offered in the ASmagïta that follows (XII.28). It is
useless to grieve for those who are dead and gone. The circumstances in
wbich he finds bimself have ail occurred as a result of time - vici~

kiilaparyaya.1}. "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 companionsbip with our own bodies, let alone with those
of others (v.51). Yudbi~~ is therefore once again exhorted. in a phrase
reminiscent K~IJ.a's exhortation to Arjuna at VI.26/BG. 4.42: muiica

sokamutti~fba - "throw off your grief and rise up" (v.58) to fulfill your
dharma as householder and king! But ail to no avai!.
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Similar positions taken by Kr~J;la and Narada aIso fail to strike a responsive
chord in the despondent king (XlI.29-3l). This wisdom and good advice
about the true dharma of kings is aU weil and good, Yudbi~Pùraagrees, but
his conduct of the war was motivated by more than just a royaI duty to
ensure that justice be done (XlI.32). lt is bis covetousness and desire for
rulership that are the real source of bis despondency. He killed not because it
was bis duty to do so, but "for the sake of sovereig.nty" (riijyakat'aIJ,iiC) (v.lO).
Vyasa 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 rea11y
responsible for human action and for what happens as a result of it? This, of
course, brings him directly to a discussion of our theme, and we will,
therefore, cite the relevant verses in full (XII.32.ll-20).

iSvaro vii bbaveclcarriipuru~o viipi bbiiracal
batbo vii Vartace loke karmajatp. viipbalatp. smrcamll

ïsvarefla .niyukCiihi siidbvasiidbu ca piirtbival
kurva.nti puru#iJl, karmapbala.miSvaragii.mi cati1

yacbiihipuru~aschÜ1.dyiidvrk~atp.paraSunii va.nej
cbeccureva bhavecpiiparp.paraSomakacbatp.canali

acba viicadupiidiiD.iiepriipnuyul; karm3.(1.a1J phala.ml
d3.(1.cjaSasr:raJqtarp. piipatp.puru~e ca.n.na vidyacell

na caicadi~tatp. kaunceyayadanyena phalatp.1qta.m1
priipnuyiiditi casmiicca ïsvare ca.n.nivesayall

acba viipuru~a1J karCiikarJ1l3.(1.ol; subbapiipayol;1
na paraJP. vidyace casmiidevamanyacchubbatp. kurull

na bi kaSciclcvacidriijandi$tiiCpratinivarcacel
d3.(1.cjaSascrakrCatp. piipatp. puru~e ca.n.na vidyatell

yadi viimanyase riijan batbe lokatp. praci~icaml
evamapyaSubhatp. karma na bhüCatp. na bhavi~acell
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arhabbipattirJoksxa karta.yii subbapapaxo.!J1

abbipannatamalp Joke r-.Jjliiïm udxatad:i{.!çanam II

arhapi Joke karm:i{.!i samavartanta bbiiratal

subbasubbapbalalp cemeprapnu'\lanr.itimemati.!J11

"Is it the Lord who performs the action or is it the man himself? 15
everything that happens in the world the result of chance (bafba ) or is it to
be considered the result of [previous] action, Bharata? If human beings. 0
king, are driven to perform good and evil actions by the Lord, then the
responsibility for them [pbala = for the results] should belong to the Lord.
For if a man cuts down a tree in the forest with an a.'Ce, it is certainly not the
a.'Ce that ineurs the sin (papa) but the one who does the cutting. Alternatively,
the a.xe being only the material cause, the responsibility (pbala) for the action
could be attributed to the man who made the instrument of punishment
(d:i{.!ça.sastra - in this case, of the tree). This, however, is hardly credible. If
this [untenable position] that one should assume the responsibility (pbala) of
an act undertaken by another be rejected, son of Kuntï, then, on this basïs,
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, 0 king, that
anyone can avoid destiny (di~ça). But, [by the same token] it is not fair to
attribute the responsibility (papa = "sin") to him who 'fashioned the means of
punishment' (daJJ.9a.sastraiqta - i.e. Yudhi~~irais in the same position as
the man who made the axe that cut down the tree). If, 0 king, you believe
that the world is ruled by chance (bafba), 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 daJJ.ça uplifted in their hands. l 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 forwhat we do (since we are either
not responsible for our actions in the IlI"St place, or, if we are, there is no one
above that judges us), but we are punished bywhat we do (since we will
inevitably experience the causal effects of our past actions as theY
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"continually revolve" - sam-a /vrt - in this world). This karmic argument
is. of course. designed to urge Yudhi~~ira to perform his scriptural duties.
i.e. according to the pravrttidbarma of kings (riijadbarma): for Vyasa adds
significantly (v. 22) that even if the acts themselves are reproacbable
(siip:lvade'pl), the king should still adhere to his own dharma (svadbarma =

rJj:ldbarm:l) and then perform the necessary expiations (priiyaSciua).

Unforrunately, Vyasa muddies the waters of this karmic doctrine by bringing
in the instrumentality of rime (kiila). In reply to Yudhi~1hira's self­
incriminating allegation that he is guilty of an infinite sin (papamanantakam)
(XII.33.11), he argues (XII.34.4-l2) that it was rime, not any human being
(and certainly not Yudhi~~)who was responsible for this killing (vv.4-S).
It is rime 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 artributed to the dead soldiers themselves, since it was their
own past acts which (through the instrumentality of rime) were the cause of
their demise (vv.7-8). Yudbi~~ira 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 vidbi - fate itself (v.9), adding (v.lD):

!V:I~çreva vihitalp. yantraIp. yathiisthiipayirorva.sel
karma.r;zakiilayuktena rathedalp. bbriimyatejagatll

"This universe moves by ~ :tions controlled by rime in a 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 Cnrpenter. it is now
time that appears to control the operations of the Universe (presumably
because the Divinity in bis supreme form is forever in a state of samiidbJ.).
The message. however. is clear; whateverthe cause, it has nothing to do with
Yudbi~~ (in v. 11 the responsibility is further shifted to chance =

yadrccbii). However. if he persists with this insidious entanglement of the
heart (vya1ïkalp. citravaitalp.sikalp.) (v.12). he may. if he still so desires,
perform an act of expiation such as a horse sacrifice. Alter a detailed review
of the available expiations (XII.34-37), Yudhi~ is finally persuaded to
cast off bis grief and an.xiety (XII.38.28).
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As Vyasa had predicted. Yudhi~!-hiranow begins "to enjoy a period of great
happiness" (XII.42.12). Following the coronation (XII.41) and the srJddha

rites for the dead warriors (XII.42). Kr~J).a urges him to seek the guidance of
Bhî~ma about the traditional pravrrtidharma (XII.46.22). As a veritable
treasure-house of the ancient wisdom of king-craft (rJjadharma). this
grandsire (pitiünaba) is the key 1ink in the chain of transmission to the new
generation. and K~J).a does .Ilot wish to see this go to waste with his passing
(v.23). And it is interesting to note that from the very first question
(XII.56.2). Bhï~a is very specific about the importance of persona!
initiative on the part of the king. insisting (vv.14-15):

uttbane ca sadiipuera prayatetbiiyudh#f.bira\
nabyuttbanamrte daivaIp. riijiiiünartbaprasiddhayell

siidhiira.r.laJP. dva.y:up. hyecaddaiva.m uttbanameva. cal
pauru~aJP. hepar;up. manye daivaIp. niscityamucyatell

Yudhi~!-hira. you should always be ready to put forth effort (uttbana) my son;
for without the merit of e..xertiO.ll, destiny (daiva) is .Ilot a sufficient condition
to realize the purposes (artba) of kings. While both e..xertion (uttbana) and
destinyare causal factors. I believe that exertion (pauru~a) 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 (XII.58.13-16):

uttbanaJP. hinarendriüJ.ii.tp brbaspatirabb~aca\

riijadbarmasyayanmü1aJP. slokii.tpsciitranibodbamell

uttbaneniünfCa1p.labdhamuttbanenasurii hat~1
uttl!ii.r:zenamabendre1J.a srai~f.bYaJP. priipCaJP. diviba cali

uttbanadhiraÇpuru~o viigdbirii.D.adbiti~f.batil

uttbanadbïraJp. viigdhirii ramayanta upiisateil

uttbanabÏ1lo riijiibi buddbimanapinityaSa.1J\
db~yo ripÜ1J.ii.tp syiidbbüjaJP.ga iva nirvi~a.1J1I

"Brhaspati has said that the exertion (uttbana) of kings is the very foundation
of the duty of kings (riijadharma). Listen to the verses pronounced by hïm. 'It
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was by exertion that the =rta 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 (ucchiina). even
though possessed of intelligence (buddhl). is always overcome by his
enemies like a snake bereft of poison."

Somewhat later (XII.120), Yudhi~!hira asks Bhï~a to summarize the key
points to make it ea:iÏer for him to remember them, and Bhï~ma once again
emphasizes the merits of exertion (vv.43-44):

vidyii capo vii vipul;up. dhan;up. vii

sarvamecadvyavasiiyena sakyaml
bra.bma yacCaJP. nivasaci dehava.csu
casmiidvidfidvyavasiiyarp.prabhüca.mll

yacr-dsace matim.anco manasvina..P
salera vi~1J. uryatra sarasvaCi cal
vasanci bhüciini ca. yacra. nicyarp.
casmiidvidviinniiva.manyeca dehamll

"Knowledge, capas, great wealth, and indeed everything else is possible
through exertion ('ryavasaya). As it occurs in embodied creatures, exertionis
governed by Brahma. For this reason. exertion (vyavasiiya) is regarded as of
utmost importance. Here [i.e. in embodied beings] is where reside many
intelligent creatures such as Indra, Vi~u, Sarasvatï 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 a
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 Piijani on the subjeet of trust
(XII.137). Brahmadatta. argues for a continuation of their friendsbip. in spite
of the fact that his friend has just put out the eyes of bis son in revenge for
the unfortunate slaying of Piijani's son by the young prince. He is prepared to
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exonerate the bird on the strength that it is really time (k:I1a) that does every
act (v"'.45-49). "Who, therefore, injures whom?:' he asks. If neither of them
is the cause of the other's sorrow, there is .flO reason why Püjani should not
continue to live at the palace as before.

But Püjani is too astute to be taken in by this line of argument (v.50-53). If
time be the cause (pramiipa) 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 aSUr:l slay
each other in days of yore? If it is time that is the cause of happiness and
misery (sukbadu~kba)and birth and death (bbaviibbavau) , what need is there
of medicines for the sick (bbe§ajai~ là1p. prayojanam)? More importantly
(v.53). how could dharma be acquired through human agency
(kasmiiddbarmo'sti kartr§u)? 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 Pujani concludes that (vv.78-80):

daivalp.puru§akiiraSca stbiriivanyonyasa1p.srayiicj

udiirriiniilp. karma rant:ra.ql daivalp. klJbii upiisarel\

karma ciitmabitalp. kiiryaIp. 1ik§1J.a1p. viiyadi viimrdul

grasyare 'karmaSîlasru sadiinartbairakiIp.can~1\

rasmiirsarp.sayire'pyartbekiirya evaparilian:z~1

sarvasvamapiSa1p.t:yajya kiiryam. iitmabitalp. naraiÇl\

"Destiny (daiva) and exertion (puru§akiira) exist in mutual dependence on
each other. Persons of good charaeter perform great feats while eunuchs pay
court to destiny (daiva). Whether it be harsh or mild, a person should act in
bis own interests (iitmabïra). The unforrunate man of inaction (akarmaSîla) is
always overtaken by all sorts of problems. Therefore. in the midst of all
doubts. one should energetically do what has to be done (kiirya eva
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pard.kramaiJ). Abandoning ail else [in the sense of concentrating on the task
at hand], people should do what is in their own interests (iicmabita)."

Needless to say, Püjani 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 jactal
and a vulture (grdhrajambuk3SaJp.viida) (XII.149). Effort (prayatD.a or yatD.a)

must be supplemented by confidence in one's own abilities (anirvedena

dirgheIJ.a = constant expectancy) and steadfastness of purpose (niscayena

dhruveIJ.a). In this stocy (itibiisa). the parents of a dead child finaily obtain the
grace (prasiida) of S~ara (=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.46-47):

yatD.O hi satataJp. kiiry:iÇ lqto daivena sidhyaczl

daiva.rp. purup,kiiraSca krtiIatenopapadyatell

anirved:iÇ sadiikiiryo nirvediiddhi kutaÇ sukbaml

prayatD.iitpriipyatehyarth:iÇkasmiidgacchathanirdayii.1111

"It is always through right effort (yatD.a) that one succeeds through destiny
(daiva) in getting things done. Destiny in conjunction with human exertion
(puru~akara) 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 (prayatD.a). Why go so heartlessly?"

Finally, Yudhi~~ comes directly to Bhï~ma with the question (XIII.6.1):
which of the two is the most powerful, destiny or human exertion (daive

puru~akiire ca kiJ!lsvicchre~thataraIp bhavet)? Adding the weight of
orthodoxy to his own considerable authority, Bhï~ma responds with a most
interesting twist to traditional imagery in the forro of an old itibiisa entitled
"The relative strengths of destiny and exertion" (daivapuru~akaraba1iiba1am).

purporting to be Brahma's answer to a similar quecy by VaSi~a. Here the
analogy of the seed and the field is introduced to suggest that, while daiva

(here characterizing CUITent conditions as the effect of the past) is fruitless
without human effort (puru~akara), it also forces us to confront 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 ta depend
on each other (\'v.7-8):

yatbâbij:up. vinâ lc~etr:lJIlupt:up. bhavatin#pha1:un\
tatbâpurus3.kiireJ.la vinâ d:liv:up. na sidhyatill

lc~etraJp. puru~3.kiir3.stu d:liv:up. bij=udiUlrr=1
lc~ecrabij3.S=âyogâttata{l S3.SyaJp. s=rdhyatell

"Just as the well-prepared field remains fruitless without the seed, sa without
individual effort (puru~3.kiir3.) destiny (d:liV3.) is of no avail. But the field is
[also] said to be effort, while the seed is the destiny [i.e. which prompts it].lt
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 (cf.p.196). What is important to observe here is
that the quality of the fruits, when they come, appears to depend entirelyon
the quality of the seed in the form of human effort rather than destiny (v.6):

yiid{'S:up. V3.pate bij:up.lc~etramasiidya lc:up3.ka{ll
sUJcrte du~lqte viipi tiidrS:up. labhate phal=1I

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

karm3.J.la.1J pbala.nirvrttirp. svayamaSlliitikiiraka{l\
praty~:up. drSyate loke1qt3.Syiipya1qt3.Sya cali

subbella karm3.J.lii sauk.byaJP. du.gk.baJP. piipena karm3.J.lat
JcrtaJP. sarvacralabbatelliik.{taJp bbujyatekvacitll

"It is for al! the world to see that the doer reaps the fruits of the actions he
performs, as weil 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 ifnot performed." But he quickly returns to
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wbat is bis first interest: to demonstrate the value of individual initiative in
the pursuit of human needs and ends (v.12-13):

tapasaropasaubbiigyarp ratIJan; vividbani cal
prdpyate karmaI}asarvarp na daivada.krtal:maniill

tacha svargasca bbogasca ni~fhaya ca mani~tiil

sarvarp puru~akare1J.a lqtenehopapadyatell

"Byapplying oneself (tapas.i), one is able to acquire beauty, good fortUne,
and riches of varïous kinds (rama = jewel). Everythi.ng is possible tbrough
work (karma) but not through destiny (daiva) by one without initiative.
Heaven, worldly enjoyments, and ail the desirable tbings of the earth can be
acquired by well-directed individual exertion". Work is the secret of the
success of ail those who have attained to high staros, including the heaven1y
bodies, the gods, and vanous other beings (v.14). Different types of activity
are prescribed for the varïous castes - pure living (sauca) for the brabrnjn,

prowess (vikrama) for the k~atriya, initiative (puru~akiira.)for the vaïsya, and
service (susrii~ii) for the siidra (v.16). Men would become mere idlers
(udasina) if events happened through destiny alone (v.19). The source of ail

our frustrations in life is then traced to the jealously of the gods. (vv.22-29):

iq"taiJpuru~akiira.stu daivam evaauvartatel
na daivama.krte kirpcidcasyaciddàtumarhatill

yadiisr:haaaayanityiini d.dyante daivate~apil

kar:ha.rp karma vinii daiva.rp schiisyate sr:hàpayi~atill

na daivatâili loke'sminvyiipiiraJp. yiinti kasyacitj
vyiiSaI}ga.rp janayanryugramiil:miibbibhavaSaI}kaYiill

~iiJp devataaiim ca sadii bhavati vigrahaiJl
kasya viiciihyadaiva.rp syiidyato daiva.rp pravartatell

kacha.rp ciisya samutpauiryachiidaiva.rp pravarrarel
eva.rp tridaSa loke'pipriipyante ba.havaScha.1ii:P1I

iil:maivahyiil:mano banduriil:maivaripuriil:manaiJl
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k[tarp ca viJertarp kirpcir./q"te karmaJ.li sidbyatel

suk[te du~Jqtarp.karma na yatbartbarp prapadyatell

deviiniirp sar:1.flarp pU1J.yaIp sarvarp PU1J.yairavii"pptel

pU1J.yaSilarp nararp priipya kirp daivarp prakar:i~.r-atill

"Applied in the right manner, puru~akiira 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 (karma). The gods do not always
lend their support to the pursuits of others (vyiipiira = occupation). Fearing
their own demise (iitmiibbibbava). they put great di!ficulties in the way of
others. [In this way] there is constant rivalry (vigraba) between the gods and
the sages. lt is thus not true to say that daiva does not e.'Cist, since it is daiva

that moves everything else. What. then, is the purpose (samutpatti = lit.
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 (cbala).

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 or ill is accomplished
through work (karma). But work is not sufficient to achieve everything one
desires. Merit (PU1J.ya) is the refuge of the gods. Everything is attainable
through good deeds. For a man of righteous behavior (pu1J.yasila). what
remains for daiva to do?"

The reason we do not get exaetly 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 (pu1J.ya) required for our further spiritual
advance (i.e. towards a cleansing of soul (iitmaSüddbl). 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 in confronting
these divine obstacles. lt is in this sense that we are our own friend - as also
our own worst enemy.
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lCr. BhJ~m.·s grophlc description of hJs chnroeter ot XII.76.18-20. YudhJ~ is kind (iItlrSamso), soft
(m(du), p.tient (dilDUJ), vety noble ("'Y'.r,yo) ,highl)" principled (.tidb=i.b.). unm:ul.1)" (Jdi!>.),:lIld .ddicted
to righteousncS>:lIld mert)" (dbarmagbroilyuJ:U).

2Klaes. CQ""io,.ncr ned CoosçjQV'mr'i"i. p. 96.

3Biorde.u notes ber<: -This is olre.d)" the teach.ins of!Crnl. in the Gitil, the te.ch.ins give.n to Arj= b)' the
.votllro of Vi;l;lU who docs not direetl)" tlllce pan: in the action. The role or YudhJ~ is therefore ver)­
clo~e to thot of the avotilro, .Iogicll! one for the ~on of Dharma, but he must .bovc oU count on the .cth'Ït}"
of Niun. in conformit}" with the idell! he proposes". M.deleine Biorde.u. "Conf~ce de Mlle M.deleine
Biorde.u" AnnY';n: (1972-3): 138.

4J. Bruce l.ong. "The Concepts or Hum:lll Action :lIld Rebirtb in the Moh.bh:lr:1t:l". In Wend)" Donïger
O'Fl:lbcrty (Ed.). Kilono Dcd Rrbiah in Cln;ç:tico! Indjun Tadirj9n~. Berkelej·. University of California
Press, 1980. p. 47.

SM.deleine Biorde.u. "Confmnce de Mlle M.deleine Biorde.u" AnnY'in: (1972-73): 136.

6Kl:u~s. Coo:çcjrncr nnd CPDsçjQy:snr:ss. p. 113.

7Krishn. Choit:lll)"O. Tht M.hilbMrnrn- p litmor IDIdy. p. 281.
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VIII - Karma as retributive causality

Whatever interpretation we give to these nuances of meaning there is little
doubt that puru~akara is a valued asset for all four classes (including the
majority of ortbodox brabmins) who, by their birtb and natural dh"P0sition
(which ar!.' theoretically synonymous), are fitted for an active l'ole in epic
society (praV{ttl). For success (siddhl) in any field of endeavor related to the
three woddly ends of human !ife {the criv:uga of dharmfirtbakiima), and
more particularly for the k~acriya king it is regarded as absolutely essential.
It is one of the four topics of the riijadharma as Hiltebeitel notes: "When
Bhï~ma introduces Yudhi~P1ira to the subject of riijadharma, the 'dutY of
kings: he begïns by breaking the subject down into four topics: attendance
on gods and brabmins, trUth (sarya), exertion (uctbana) , and the maintenance
of prosperity (sri'; 12:56,12-20)."1 The king may be thwarted by the gods
(i.e. by daiva) , but he cannot abandon his responsibilities (svadharma)

without dire consequences (as Yudhi::;P1ira is repeatedly warned). These
challenges aIso 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 (puru~akara)can become the spur we need to master ourselves.

In spite of its obvious practicaI importance however, we are still in the dark
about its ultimate source. The epic p!.ychology of action is reasonably clear.
The stimulus is the desire (kama) ti:tl:i~c:>eeks its satisfaction in the outer
wodd. desire itself being the expression of the qualities (gU1J.a) of the
materiaI component (pralq'Cl) of the embodied soul (jiva). However, the
mytbologicaI language suggeSts a mysterious inner connection between
daiva and puru~akara. We are told that when suspicious or fearful of human
ambitions (often symbolized by the capasof the ~1), 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 confliet, or they may bend or blunt the effects of
human interventions in the outer wodd (III.33.33-34).

167



•

•

We bave already met the symbolic representation of this inner connection in
a variety of contexts: as K~J).a. "the Lord in the heart of aU beings"
(VI.40/BG.18.61): the dhâtr that operates within our bodies (I1.52.18;
I1.67.3; II1.30.30): tho:: seven celestial custodians of the pravrttidharma who
control our acts and course of life (XI1.327.72): various gods and other
beings wbo inbabit our bodies (I1.72.8-11; XII.120.44): the god Siva
(XII.149.112) etc. Tbese may aU he regarded as symbolizing a particular
aspect or level of daiva that prompts action from within (cf. XII1.6.2S). We
bave also noted that the emphasis is continuously shifting between the
plurality of individuals who act (pravrttl), and those who seek their source in
the divine or cosmic Mind (Ilivrtti - where individuals and t.\;. ...ir actions
tend to merge back into the aU-embracing unity of Being). From Ibis latter
perspective. the Universe itself is seen to be govemed by the siistr or
Supreme Governor (XI1.219.8): the prabbu or "Lord" (XII220.84): the god
Vi~J).u (XII.271.7): the iidideva (XIII.Appendix 1. No. 16.171) who appears
as K~J).a wielding divine "powers" (inc1uding. as we have seen, miiyâ.

upâya or. simply, "yoga "): or. most commonly, by time itself (1.1.188-189;
XI1.217.2S and 39; XII.230.19-20, etc.). In the Ïw.aI anaIysis, the desire
(kiima) that moves aU creatures, including the gods and the t1emons. is
NaraYlllJ.a Himself (XIII. App. 1. No. 6.164-165):

sa kiim a..1J sa.rva.jantiinii1p. sarvabbiigavato .D!,Pal

suriir.liima.surifnii1p. ca ca.ratyantargata..1J sadâJl

"He is that kii.ma that exists in every creature and every state of being. 0
king. He is the one who forever moves within the hearts of both gods and
asura." Cf. aIso V1.29/BG.7.11. On Ibis basis, Daiva sets the course of the
things and beings of the Universe either outward, to the worId system in
which we find ourselves (pravrttl) , or inward. to the divine source from
wbich we originate (Iliv[ttl).

However. while Gad and the gods are aU active within us. they are al! part of
the causai system of action and reaction and cannot tamper with the worId
with impunity. Though actions do not sail (../lip) him as they do ordinary
mortaIs (V1.26/BG.4.14). Kr~.Q.a himself is a manifested being who must
submit to the temporal effects of bis own cosmic agenda. Thus when cursed
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b)" Gândharï for being indifferent to the plight of the world, K,slfa accepts
her sentence of death "smili.ilg awhile" (abhyusmaya.n.nù·a) as if evel)"thing
was proceeding according to plan (XI.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 Kn>lfa who is full)" capable of altering the course of the three
worlds if he so wished CXvI.9.27)? He urges Arjuna to follow the example
of Kn>lfa in willingly accepting the loss of his own powers (v.:. 33-35):

kiila..m. iila..m.id:up sarv:up jagadbïj:up dhan:upjayal

kiila eva sa..m.iidattepu.narevayadrcchayill

sa eva balaviiD.bhiitviipunarbhavati durbal~1
sa evesasca bhiitvehapaurat'ajiiiipyatepun~1I

krtakrryiini ciistriir}.igatiin.yadya taLlliigata..m.\
punare?ya.nti te hast:up yadiikiilo bhavi~yatill

"All this is rooted in time, 0 Dhanarp.jaya, which is the source of the
Universe. And again it is time that withdraws everything when it sees fit
(yadrcchayii = aiso "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 ca..m.e. They will again come into your hands
when the time is ripe." Symbolized in the case of Arjuna by his weapons,
puru$akiira itself is eventually repossessed by time.

The important difference between gods and humans in this respect is that the
gods are .Ilot moraI1yaccountable for what they do (XII.283.28):

miin.u~esumahiiriija dharmiidharmaupravarrat~1
.na tathiin.ye$u bhiite~u manu~yarahite$vihall

"Dharma and adharma apply only to human beings, 0 king. They do .Ilot
exist in this world a..m.ong creatures other than man." But as we have seen,
they are often shown to play an important moral l'ole in apportioning the
results of human action according to the very standards of the dharma they
escape. We have aiready drawn attention to the activities of Indra (III218.9-
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10), the dhiitr (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, Sakuntalâ uses these
words in condemni!lg Du.l;1~anta's refusal ta acknowledge their son Bharata
(I,68.27-31):

eko 'hamasmiti ca manyase tV3J11
na hrcchayarp. vetsi munirp. pu.râ:(:zaml
yo veditii karma.t;latl piipakasya
yasyiintike tvarp. vrjinarp. karo~1I

manyatepiipakarp. .!q'tviina kaScidvetti mâizzitil
vidanti cainarp. deviiScasvaScaiviiatarapüru~1I

iidityacandravanilii.D.alau ca
dya urbhümirapohrdayarp. yamaScal
abasca ratrisca ubhe ca sarpdhye
dharmaSca jii.D.iitinarasya vrttamll

yamo vaivasvatastasya.n.ityiitayati du~krta.ml
hrdi stbitatl karmasaJqi ~etrajii.oyasya tu$yatlll

na tu tu~yatiyasyai~puru~asya duracmana{11
tarp. yamatl piipakarmiiJ;larp .n.ityiitayati du~krta.mll

"You think you are alone with yourself, but are you not aware of the ancient
seer (mum) in your heart; the one who knows your evil deeds? It is before
him that you speak this false testimony (vrjina). An evil-doer always thinks,
'no one knows me.' But the gods and the Î.D..D.er man (sviiatarapüru~)know
him. Sun, Moon, Wind, and Pire, as weil as Heaven and Earth, Water, and
his heart (hrdaya) and Yama, and Day and Night, and Dawn and Dusk, and
the dharma - ail know the character (vrtta) of a man. When the atma.n
(k~etrajii.ii = knower of the field), the witness of ail actions in the heart (hrdi
karmasiik$IJ, is content with a person, Yama Vaivasvata destroys the evil that
one has perpetrated. But when the iicma.n is not content with the wicked man
[in whcm 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 iicman ).
However, it is the god Yama who dispenses justice. This amoral1ink with
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human morality probably stems from the traditional ritual idea that the gods
return a share (bhâga) of what they themselves receive in the sacrifice.

It is never clear whether judgement may involve the same acùon for which
the same gods, as daiva, were responsible in the first place. However, the
very idea that humans are judged for acùons inspired by others is demeaning
of human dignity, and must have appeared increasingly unjust to enquLring
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 (jâtJ.),length of life (âyus) , and day-to-day experiences cf
pleasure and pain (bboga) are not due to the machinaùons of any god (or to
daiva.) but to the individual's own actions in the past, wbether performed in
this or in some previous life. "Judged by historic standards, the Karma theory
did mucb to raise man's staros and to wean him from coa.'Cing gods through
sacrifice and prayer."2 One of the earliest formulations of the effect of cboice
and action on character, is the statement of Brbad~yak.opani~adIV.4.s:

yachâkiiriyachâciiri cacha bava.ril
sadhukiiri sadbur bhava.tJ.l
papakiiripâpo bbava.tJ.l
PU1J.ya../;1 pU1J.yena ka.rm3.1J.a bbava.ril
papa../;1papena.1

"As a man acts, as be bebaves, so does be become. Wboever aoes good
(sadbu), becomes good: wboever does evil (papa), becomes evil. By good
works (pu1J.yena karm3.1J.iï) a man becomes boly (PU1J.ya) , througb evil [works]
he becomes evil." In the so-called 'pure' form that emerged in the later
philosophicalliterature, it was accepted that:

every act. wbether good or bad, produces a certain result or return
whicb cannot be escaped. In the pbysical world there is the universal
law of causation. Tbe doctrine of Karma extends this inexorable law of
causality to the mental and moral spbere.... Tbis doctrine of Karma
empbasizes three tbings; 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 ment but its punisbment
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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.3

However. H.D. Bhattacharyya is no doubt correct in arguing that: "The
doctrine of Karma had neither a single beginning nor a single growth. Ail
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.""

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 Mahabharata (XII.137.53). However it is a
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 (pûrva.karma)

are seen to progressively take over the role of extemal 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 cf 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. startïng with a variety of mï.xed
formulations that recognize the 1ink 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. Bhï~ma. for example,
introduces the elements of nature herself (bbûta ) as a medium of retributive
transmission (XII.36.36-37):

subbiiSubbapbalaIp. precyalabbate bbûtasü$Ïkafll

atiricyettayoryattu tatkartiilabbatepbalamll

t3.Smiiddiirzena tapasiikarma.p.ii ca subbaIp. pbalaml

vardbayedaSubbaIp. Jqtviiyatbiisyiidatirekavaall

172



•

•

"At his death, the person obtains the pure and impure fruits [of what he has
done], as witnessed by the elements (bbütas:ik~ika).The agent experiences
the measure of the t'NO of them [i.e. virtue and ....ice]. lt is thus that one ma)"
enhance one's fortune (pure fruits) by charity, tapas, and [good] works, and
that impure acts Iead to mise!")'."

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

karmamürcyiitmabup. viddhi s:ik~irJ.:up. subhapâpayo.1J1
sukhadu.1Jkhagu1J.odarkaIp. kiiI:up. kii1aphalapradaml\

"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 is to say] the results of
the actions (udarka) distributed in the form of happiness and mise!")'." In
another discourse Bhï~a indicates that these past acts mature in their own
time (svakiiIa) without extemal compulsion, after the manner of flowers and
fruit (XII.174.8-18):

susight7UIlapi dhiivantaIp. vidhiillamanudhiivati\
sete saba sayiinenayenayena yathii.krta.JP.1I

upati~çbati ti~çbantaIp. gacchancamanugacchatil ,
karotikurvata.1l karma chiiyevaauvidhïyacell

yena yena yathii}7!.dyacpuriikarma samiicitam\
caccadevanaro bhuIJ.kcanio/a.JP. vihitamiitmaniill

svakarmaphala~iptaIp. vidhiillaparira.lc~itaml

bhücagriimamimaIp. kiiIa..(l samanciicpar.ik~atill

acodyamiilliiaiyathiipu~piiIJi ca phaliiai cal
svakiiIaIp. niitivartante cathii karmapurii:krtamll

saIp.miilla.Sciivamiilla.Sca liibhiiIiibhau k~ayodayaul
pravrrca vinivarcance vidhiilliillcepuna..(l puna..(lll

iitmanii vihiCaIp. du~khamiitmanii vihicaIp. sukham\
garbha.Sayyiimupiidiiyabhujyacepaurvadehikamll
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biilo yu vii ca vrddhasca yatkaroti subhiisubhaml

tasyiilp tasyiimavastbiiyâJp bhu.(lkte janmani janmanill

yatbii dhenusabasre~uvatso vindate miitaraml

tatbiipürvalqta:p. karma kartiiramanugacchatell

sam unnamagrato vastrarp. paSciicchudhyatekarmli{lâl

upaviisai1;J prataptiiniiIp. dïrgh:up. sukbamanantakamll

dirghakiilena tapasii sevitena tapovanel

dharmanirdh ütapiipiiniiIp. s:up.sidhyantemanoratbaQll

"Whatever has been detennined (vidhiina. = 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 (iitma.vibiram). Time (kiila.) severely afflicts al!

creatures [already] destined to be unsettled by the consequences of their past
acts. Action undertaken in the past (karma. purâlq'uup.) matures in its own
time (svakiilam) without external compulsion, just as do flowers and fruits.
At the end of their ordained course (vidhiince), actions undertaken (pravrceii)

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 (iitmanii vibiuup. = ordained by himself) in a former body
while still in the womb. Whenever he does a good or a sinful act. whether in
childhood, youth, or old age, he will always experience the results of it at the
same period in every birth. The acts of .1 previous life (pürvalq"t:l1p. 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 astate
of abstinence. Those whose sins have been destroy~d according to the
dharma. by taking up residence in the woods and perfonning tapas for a
long period of time, succeed in obtaining the objects they desire." Life is
now ordained by oneself (iitma.vibitam) ,and it is only the pattern of unfolding
tllat remains in the hands of time.
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In a long conversation between Gautami and the fowler /I.rjunaka. the
previous acts of the murder victim catch up with him ....ia the circuitous route
of a second agent who escapes responsibility for his own (inherently
culpable) act of violence. The onus is progressi....ely shifted from the helpless
agent (in tbis case the snake who stands accuse-: of the death of the old ladis
son) and the personified form of Time (who aiso disdaims responsibility) to
Gautami and then to her son, both ofwhom must suffer the "destiny" of their
past acts. Tbis story is one of a number designed to relieve Yudhi~!-hira of his
sense of guilt and th°erefore avoids reference to the influence of any pre...'ious
acts by Yudbi~ira.Why do you consider yourself (or your atman) to be the
cause, Bhi:~ma challenges Yudhi~!-hira (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
attitude may be appropriate for a self-contained person (svastba) , replies
Arjunaka, but hardly for one plunged in grief (v.17). The practical person
(artbavicf) seeks solace (sa.mipsanta) in revenge rather than assigning
everytbing to the course of time (v.18). The argument then proceeds to trade
the merits of forgiveness (k§amii) and compassion (miirdava) against those
acquired by the serpent himself as a sacrificial victim.

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 (do~a; ki1bi~a), if there
be any, is not bis since he is not his own master (asvat3{ltra) and had no
choice (kamya) in the matter. Death (mrtyu) 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 (k~a) 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 (betusamavaya).
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At this point, Mrt)'U himself appears to reveal he was guided by Time (killa),

and that neither he, nor the serpent are therefore responsible for the child's
death (v.43). He continues (vv.44-49):

yachiiviiyurjaladhariinvik~acitacasta~1

cadvajjaladavansarpa killasyiiharp. vaSiiJ:lugtiÇlI

siittvikii rJjasiiScaiva camasiiye ca kecanal

bhiiv~ killiitmak~ sarvepravartance hijancu~ull

jaJ}.gam~schiivariiScaiva divi Viiyadi Vii bbuvil

sarve kiiliitmak~sarpa killiitmakamidarp. jagatll

pravrtcayascayiiloke tatbaiva ca nivrctayapl
ciisiirp vilqtayoyasca sarvarp. killiitmakarp. smrcamll

iidityascandramii vi~1J.urapoViiyu,[l satalcraru,[ll

agni,[l kharp. p{tbivimicra o~adbyo vasavastachiill

sarictiÇ siigariiScaiva bbiiViibbiivau cap31l1lagal

sarve killena srjance bliyance ca cachiipuntiÇ/I

"Just as the clouds are tossed about by the wind. 1 too, like the clouds, 0
serpent, am under the influence (vaSiiJ:luga) of Kala. Al! conditions of life
(bbiiva) related to sactva, rajas and camas are govemed by Kala, and operate
in aU creatures. Al! mobile and immobile creatures in heaven and earth.
indeed this whole universe, 0 serpent, are influenced by Kala. Everything
that happens in chis wodd, whether tending to action (pravrttz) or to
quiescence (nivrttl). and aU changes (vikrtl). are said to be influenced by
Kala. Al! existent and non-e."ëstent objects (bbiivaobiivau). including the
Aditya and the Moon, Vi~lJ.u, Water. Wind. Indra. Fire. Sky. Earth, Mitra.
plants and the Vasus, and rivers and oceans, are created and destroyed by
Kala." Our very moods of joy and anger (b~akrodbau) are killapracodita

- determined byTime (v.60).

FinaUy, the personified fOIm of Kala himself a:ppears before them, bringing
the rather startling revelation that (vv.64-68):
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akarodxadaxarp. karma tanno'rjunaka codakaml

pr31J.IiSahetl!rniinxo 'sXa vadhxate)?arp. svakarm31J.:ïJ 1

xadanena krtarp. karma teniixarp. nidhanarp. gat~1

"Viniisahetu.ç karm.iisXa sarvekarmavasii vayamll

karm.adiifidav-d11okaiJ karmasarp. bandha.lak~31J.~j

karm.ii.r}i codaxantiha )'3thiinxonXarp. cathii "ll3.Xam Il

)'3thiimrtpi.r;u;Jat~kartii kurute )'3dxadicchatil

evamiit.makrtarp.karmamiinav~pr.itipad)'3tell

)'3thii chiiyiitapau nityarp. susarp.baddhau nir.int3r.iIn1

tathiikarm.a ca kartii ca sambaddhiiviit.makarmabhi.çll

"It was the karma of tbis child, 0 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 bis karma that was
the cause (hetu) of bis destruction. Al! of us are subject to our actions
(karm.ava.sa). Karma is inherited in this world, wbich is marked by the
bondage of action. It is karma that drives the activities of the world, just as
others drive us (to action). Men make their own destiny (karma) from actions
performed in the past (iit.malqtarp. karma) just as a person (kartir) may fashion
whatever he wants out of a lump of clay. The agent (kartal and his actions
(karma) are bound together by bis [previous] actions as sunlight anc! shadow
are forever bound up with each other." Men cycle wough the three worlds
according to their own karma (svakarm.a), Yudbi~thira is told, and he should,
therefore, free himself of responsibility for something which lhe Kaurava,
wough 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 Bhï~maconcludes this passage (adhfiya)

bytelling Yudi~that (v.75):

na tu cvayii k[tarp. piirtha niipi duryodbanena vaij

kiilena tat1qtaJp. viddbi vibatiiyena piirtbiviiPli
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"What has happened was not your doing, nor, indeed, was it Duryodbana's.
Know that it was Time (kii1a) that was responsible for the deaths of these
kings." Tbis suggests either the possibility of interpolation of the words of
Time about the responsibility of the cbild (i.e. of verses 62-74), or the
existence of lingering doubts about the real truth of the matter. Bbï~a
himself describes the discussion as dbarmathas:up.saya (v.62) or "doubts
regarding the subject of morality."

Tbe increasing empbasis on the role of past karma in the formation of current
conditions inevitably calls into question the role of other agencies, including
God Himse1f. Despondent at the rising fortunes of the Dbiirtara~çra,

Yudhi~P1ira(wbo is in exile at tbis point) tbinks that (III. 181.5):

karm3.{la.!l puru~a.!I kartii subbasyapyaSubbasya cal
svapbaI:up. ta.dupasniici kath:up. karcasvidiSvaraPli

"Man is the agent of bis good and evil acts, and that he reaps the fruits. What
then does the Lord do?" And be asks the sage MârkaJ1.Qeya (v.6ff.):

atha viisukbadu-1lkbe~unp;ziiJp. brabmavidiiJp. varal
iba vaJq-tamanveciparadebe'tha viipuna.!lll

"ls il tI"Ue, 0 greatest of brahm;n scbolars. that the acts of men follow him in
tbis life or in another birtb?" In establishing a doctrine in the matter
(sthityartha) , MârkaJ1.Qeya begins by explaining how. in the beginning,
Prajapati created immaculate bodies for the bousing of souls. However. as a
result of lust and anger (kiimakrodbau). greed and confusion (lobbamobau)

overcame them. they began to live by tricks and deceit (mayavyajau). and
the gods deserted them (v.17). Over tïme. tbis god-created body has become
the repository of vast quantities of good and bad acts (v.23). and whenit dies
the person is instantly (yugapad) reborn (v.24) togetherwith al! bis previous
acts. These follow him like a sbadow (svalqtaIp. karma cb;ïyeviinugataJp.) to
create the joys and sorrows of the new life (v.25). Those with a past bistory
of good behavior are reborn with good characters (subbaI~3.{la) into good
familles (subba-yonyanca.ragata.) (v.29). grow up with little fear of illness or
bondage (aIpabadaparicrasa). and are likely to encounter few obstacles
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(nirupadrava) in life (v.30). On leavùg this world of acts (karmabbiiml},
the~·· proceed to the abode of the gods (surJlaya) (.....31).

Havùg established bis theory, however, M:irka.J:lc.leya immediately waters it
down by concluding that (v.32):

kirp.ciddaiviiddhafbiiddrp.citkacidevasvakarmabhi.(J1

priipnuvanci narii riijanmii testv:lJl}ii viciira.(l:ïll

"Some is the result of destiny tdaiva), some the result of chance (hafba), and
part of what men get is the result of their own acts (svakarma), 0 king. Think
no more about it." The question of the role of the lsvara is left hanging,
e:'Ccept through this oblique reference to destiny (daiva). The emphasis is
dearly on one's svalcarma wbich, in addition to creating the conditions of the
present, is 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 = artba ) will find it in this world and not the ne.xt; those in
pursuit of yoga (yogayukta presumably =mok~a) will find it in that world
not this (asau niiyam loka.(J); those in pursuit of dharma will find it in both
this world and the ne.xt; while self-indulgent people who do nothing
(implying dedication to kiima) will find it neither in this world nor in the
next (vv.35-38). MarkaJ1.c.leya then assures the PfuJ.c.lava that their fortunes
will change. since their own acts (surakiiryaberu) , determined by the
purposes of the gods (v.39). will win them the highest heaven where good
men dwell (svargaJP. pararp. PU1J.yakrtiirp.. niviisaJP.) (v. 41). There is sorne
suggestion here that the gods (and presumably isvara) 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 (dharmavyiidha), a most
unlikely preceptor from the orthodox standpoint (though living in the perfect
society of king Janaka of MithiJii). The brahmin is initially ill-at-ease at
f'mding himself in the presence of this loathsome form of livelihood - ghora

karma (III.198.18). but the butcher explains that (III.199.1-3):

yadabarp hyiicarekarmaghorametadasarpsayaml1
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,idhisw balaviinbrahmandustararp. hipuriiJcrraml
puriilqtasya piipasya 1carmado~o bhavatyayaml
do~asyaitasya vai brahmanvidhiiteyacnaviinaham Il

vidhinii vihite pürva.qz Ilimittarp. ghiita1co bhavetj
nimittabhücahi vayatP 1carmaIJ.o'sya dvijouamall

"This occupation of mine is no doubt loathsome. However, the weight (vidhi
= injunction) of our previous deeds is powerful and difficult ta circumvent,
o brahmin. l am obliged ta do this evil work as a result of evil acts
performed in the past. and l make every effort (yacna) ta 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. 0 best of the twice-bom." Nevertheless. a place is still
reserved for "r.he one who bestows" (dhatr) the results of good and evil deeds
when he continues (vv.14-17):

svadharma itiJqtvii tu na tyajami dvijottamal
puriiJcrramiti jiiatviijivamyetena1carmaIJ.at1

svalcarma tyajato brahm3.IlIladharmaiha dr,SyateJ
svalcarmaniratoyastu sa dharmaiti niscay:i!Ç1I

pürv;up. hi vihitarp.li:arma dehinarp na vimuiicatil
dhiitrii vidhirayarp dmo bahudha1carm~ayell

d~favyatll tu bbavetpriijiia lcriire 1carmaJ].Ï vartataJ
1catbarp 1carma subhaJP 1curyarp 1catbarp muchyeparaohavatj
1carmaIJ.astasyaghorasya bahudbanïrJ].ayo bhavetjl

"This is my dharma; and this being sa l will not give it up. best of the twice­
barn. l know that it is the result of my deeds in the pasto and l eam my
livelihood by this work. Here [i.e. in this kïngdom of orthodoxy which is
Mithilii] it is considered contrary to the dharma to abandon one's own work.
When one is engaged in one's own work it is considered to be the dharma
[i.e. the task of that person in life]. For an embodied being cannot escape the
karma previously ordained for mm. The Dhiitr looks upon this ordinance
(vidhl) in a number of ways when deterrn;n;ng one's work. A man who is
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working at a grisl)' task, 0 wise brahmin, must find out how he can ma.ke it
pure, how ta avoid being destroyed by it. The final judgement on this gory
job will [thus] be varied." He then provokes Kausika ta reflection by
questioning whether an)'one can be an absolute practitioner of non-violence
(abùp.sa) in this canJÙbalistic world? There follows a number of examples of
how difficult this is, punctuated b)' repeated admonitions of "and what do
you think of that" (kitp. pracibh:ici te)? Even those mo~'t devoted ta non­
violence such as the ascetics (yatl) do harm ta other creatures (v.29), e.g. by
simply walking about (v.25).

But the dharma is more than just difficult ta follow; it is confusing by its
very nature (III.2002) - siik~mii gatirhi dharmasya babus:ikhfi hyanantikii
- "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 dhiit{ ?) good or bad - avasyatp. tatsamfipnoti
puru~o niicra s3tp.sayaiJ - "there is no doubt whatsoever about the
inevitability of the resulting consequences for the man himself" (v.5). If the
resuit of actions were not dependent on something over and above
(pariidhina) the current action, men would not experience the various
difficulties and obstacles they meet in life (v.8fL). Or ta put it another way
(v.19):

na mriyeyurna jïryeyuf) sarve syuf) sarvakamikii./ll
niipriyatp. pratipaSyeyurvasitvatp. yadi vai bhavetll

"If men were subject ta their own wishes, no one would die, no one would
grow old, al! wouid have their desires fulfilled, and no one would experience
any unpleasantness." But, at death, the soul (jïva = here the iitman together
with the subtle body) moves on, and (vv.27-28):

anyo hi niiSniici lqtatp. hi karma
sa eva kartii sukhakuf)khabhiigiJ
yattena kitpciddhi lqtatp. hi karma

tadaSnute niisci lqtasya niisaiJll

apu1J.yaSiliiSca bhavancipU1J.yii
narottamiif) piipalqto bhavantil
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naro lwyiirascvih:l karm:lbhi1; s,·a.i­

sr:1Ca.1; sam urp:ldyari bh:h·ïrasca.i-1J11

"No one else inherits the deeds that -,vere done. The doer (kartr) himself has
the share (bhiiga) of good and bad. For he gets whatever brma he has done;
there is no such thing as the destruction of what has been performed. The
evil-natured man hecomes good; the best of men becomes an evil-doer. For
the man in this world is followed by his own deeds [of th~ past]. His [new]
existence is prepared by thern. in this manr.er, and then he is (re)born." One is
thereby consigned to a life of wandering through the sa.q:Jsiira as if on a
wheel (parikr-dmari samsiire cakravarbahuvedana.1;), suffering great pain until
one is freed from bondage (nivrcrabandha) by the performance of pure acts
(visuddbakarma), and attains to the worlds of the virtUous (sukrcalokif) where
suffering is no more (vv.37-38). Successful performance of one's own duties
(svadbarmapbala) leads to tranqui..llity of mind, accompanied br meaningful
persona! relationships and worldly influence (prabburva.q:J) (v. 46).

In the long run, however, even this dba.rm.apbala (fruits of dharma) is not
satisfying (vA7), particularly when one has realized the fragile nature of the
world (d~çvii lokalp k$ayiirmakam). When this point comes, a person first
undertakes to renounce everything (sarvaryàge yarare), though he still does
not abandon his duties, and "then strives for liberation, not by the wrong
means but by the right" (raro mok$e prayarace niinupiiyiidupiiyata.1;) ,

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.fyat = to strive, enJeavor, etc.

In light of the foregoing, it is easy to understand how destiny (in the form of
kiila 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
(piirvapak$a) in the course of a long, and r'ather rambling, account of the
matter given by Parasara, the father of Vyasa, in response to a question by
King Janaka (XII.279). Aiter explaining (v.7) that the essence of the dharma
for embodied creatures is contained in the scriptural ordinances laid down on
the subjeet of action (dba.rm.iirmakal; karma vidbirdebiniiIp), he continues
(v.1D-12):
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sa uvanJ:lI)'l riij:lr:lI)'l viipi yathii bhii.rJçf:lI)'l11i,s"icyatel

rarhii ni;>icY:lre jan!U/.1 pürvakarma'lasfinuga/.111

niibijfijJfiyare kiI)'l cinnük[tvii sukham edhatel

sulq-ti vindare sukh:lI)'l pr;IPxa dehak;>axarp. n:>ra/.111

daiv:lI)'l tâta na pasyâmi nasti daivasxa sadhanaml

svabhâvato hi sam;>iddha devagandharvadanavaQlI

"As a pot when dipped into gold or silver (takes on the qualities of these
precious metals). so do people become subject to theil: past karma
(pürvak.arma). Nothing grows without a seed. No one can prosper and enjoy
life without action. On the destruction of the body, a person obtaïns
happiness as a result of good acts. (It is only the sceptic who argues), '1 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
(svabhâva) that the gods, the gandharvas. and the demons have prospered."
This position (i.e. that svabhava is 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).

cak.;>u;>amanasâ vacakarmaIJ.a ca caturvidham\

kuruteXad{'Sarp. karma tad{'S3JP. pratipad,rate\l

nirantararp. ca miSraI)'l ca phalatekarma parthiva\

kalXii.rJarp. Xadi vapaparp. na tl' naso $;'a vidxate\l

kadacitsulqtarp. tataküçasthamiva ti;>çbat.ll
majjamanasxasarp.sarexavaddu~khadvimuc,rate\l

tato du.(1khak.;>axarp. krrva sulqtarp. karma sevate!

sulq-tak;>aXaddu;>krrarp. ca tadviddhi manujadhipall

"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) ,
mentally, in speech, or in (physical) action. Karma always leads to mixed
results, 0 king; but whether these tend to good or evil, these results are never
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destroyed. Sometimes, 0 good sir, the results of good aets are not apparent
(lit. 'remain as if hidden') ta one sinking in the [oeean of] the s:ltpS:lr.l until
suc;h time as he is released from his sorrows. Onee these sorrows ha....e been
exhausted, he begins ta enjoy [the fruits of] his good aets. And know [aiso],
o king, that the exhaustion of [the effeets of] good aets are followed by those
of evil."6

Parasara goes on ta assure the king that the consequences of one's deeds do
not last for ever, neither is one ever made ta enjoy or suifer the deeds of
another (v.21). The only way ta control karma is ta control the chariot of the
body with the mind, by curbing the horses of the senses with the reins of
knowledge (XII.280.1). In this manner, the wise man is able ta "exert
himself for the purpose of spiritual advancement by means of righteous acts"
(utk~arcb::up. prayatace naral;! pUJ)yena karm3J)ii) (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 ta success
and happiness (XII.281.l2ff.). He concludes that if the dharma could be
preserved. the whole world would be happy, and the heavens would rejoice
(XII.282.13).

In addition ta one's social duties (varJ)iiSramadbarma) , the practice of virtue
also has an individual component. This consists in the performance of tapas

- heœ regarded as an antidote ta the erroneous belief that happiness follows
from the gratification of the senses. As Pariisara points out (XII.284.6):

k{tiirrbo bbogato bbütvii sa vai ratiparaY3J)a.pl

liibh::up. griimyasukbiidany::up. ratito nlir.zupaSyatili

"Believing, as a result of attachment ta pleasure (ratita), that life's
accomplishments (lqtarcba) consist only in sensual enjoyments (bboga). the
man who is devoted to pleasure cannat imagine that there is anything ta be
gained beyond sexual intercourse." But, as is well-known (v.l0):

tapo bi buddbiyukrlir.ziirp siiSvar::up. brabmadarianam1

anviccbatiirp subb::up. karma nariiIJ.iirp tyajaWp. sukbam Il

184



•

•

"Happiness is obtained by those persons who are endowed with intelligence,
who are always looking to the eternal Brahma, who are devoted to pure
conduct, and who abstain from actions driven by desire [alone]." In the
opinion of Parasara (v.35):

apr.JyatnagacâlJ sevyagrhaschairvi.$aYâlJ sadiiJ
prayatnenopagamYaSca svadharma icime maci~1I

"Whatever objects of the world come of themselves (aprayatna = without
any effort on our part) may be enjoyed without reservation by housebolders.
However, it is my belief that their svadharma [i.e. their social
responsibilities] should be vigorously pursued (prayatnena = with effort)."
Roy refers, by way of a footnote, to the commentaIy by NIlak~!hain 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 E.xertion is weak. Hence, to put forth E.xertion for their
acquisition would not be wise. As regards the acquisition of righteousness,
however, there Exertion is efficacious. Hence, one should with E.xertion,
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."7
The term prdt"abdhakarma would here be synonymous with pürvakarma
which, as we have seen ab ove, is associated with daiva (destinythat happens
to one).

The body itse1f is part of the chain of effects flowing from such desire­
prompted actions of past existences (XII286.17):

bhavicarp. karmayogena jayace cacra tacra hal
idarp. sarfrarp. vaideha mriyaceyacra yacra hal
tacsvabhiivo'paro d{$fO visarg~ karm:i.(2ascachiiJl

"As a result of its association with acts, this body is always (re)born under
corresponding conditions [i.e. conditions determined by these acts].
Furthermore. 0 king, whatever the circumstances of death, it is observed that
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the nat'Jre of the foliowing birth is a product (visarg:l = spreading out) of
[past] actions." And. contrary to the views of !\lark:l.(lçleya (vv.18-19):

n:1 jâyate tu nrpate kitp citk:Uamay:up pun~1
paribhramati bhütâtmâ dy:im.iv:im. budharo m:J.h:In\l

sa punarjâyaterdjanprdpyehüyatan:up nrpal
manasa.!J param 0 hyütmii indriyebhya.!J par:up manaP\I

"The soul (bhiitâtmâ) does not, 0 king. obtain a new birth immeJiately but
wanders through the sky like a great cloud. Obtaining a new embodiment. 0

king. it is rebom once again. The soul (âtman) is superior to the mind. and
the mind is superior to the senses."

Those whose souls have been perfected (krtiitmiinaP) to the point of knowing
the true condition of the âtman (âtmapratyayadarsina) are never afflicted by
the fruits of their acts (XII.287.8). the key being freedom from attachments
(v.l0):

vitariigo jitakrodhaP samyagbhavati ya1J sadii]
vi~ye vartamiinopi na sa pâpena yujyatel\

"The one who is free of attachments and who has conquered bis anger is
never affected by sin. though he be in the midst of worldly objects." Once
this hankerîng after worldly enjoyments (bhogârpstyâga) has been
abandoned. one is assured of happiness (v. 24). By contrast, the s!':lSualist
(si$nodaraparaY3.1J.a = lit. one devoted to bis penis and bis belly) goes around
the cycle of births in a thick mist without seeing his way.like one afflicted
with congenital blindness (v25). Thus (vv26-29):

v3.J}.Ïgyathasamudriidvaiyathârth3.tp 1abhate dhanam1

cathamartyârJ:2avejantol,l karmavijiiiinatogatil,ll\

ahoriitramaye10keja.rfirüpe{1a s3.tpcaranl
mrtyurgrasati bhütiinipavan3.tp p3..D..D.ago yathii]1

svay3.tp 1q'tiini karmfi.rJi jato jantul,l prapadyatel
nakrCtltp 1abbatekaScitkiJpcidatr3.priyapriyamll
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sayfin:U!1 yiintamiisîn<1J!l pravTtt<1J!l vi~aye~u cal
subhiisubhiini brmiiIJiprapadyante nararp sadiilj

"As traders crossing the ocean make profits in proportion to their investment,
creatures wbo ply this ocean of mortality attain to ends in proportion to the
way they act. Death wanders througb the days and nigbts of tbis world in the
form of decrepitude, devouring al! creatures like a snake devouring air.
Wben born, a creature is responsible for bis own acts. Tbere is notbing,
wbether agreeable or disagreeable, that is obtained other than as a result of
acts performed in the pasto Wbether lying or moving, sitting or dealing with
the objects of the world, a personis a!ways meeting the result oithe pure and
impure acts [of the past]." And be summarizes bis view in wbat appears to be
a ringing endorsement of persona! initiative (vv.39-40; 42-44):

sarviini k=i4ti purii lqtiini
subhiisubhiinyiitmanoyiintijanto-1J1
upasthit<1J!l karmaphalarp viditvii
buddhirp. tathâcodayatentanItmaJl

>yavasiiyarp. sarpasntyasahayiinyo 'dhigacchat1.1
na tasyakaScidiirambha-1J kadâcidavasïdat.zl1

iistikyavyavasiiyiibhyamupiiyiidvismayiiddhiYaJ
yamiirabhatyani..ndyiitmana so 'rtha-1J parisidat1.11

sarva-1J sviini subhiisubhiininiyatarp k=i4tijantu-1J svayarp.
garbhiitsarppratipadyate tadubhayarp. yattenaplÏrYarp .krtaml
mrr.yuscaparihiiravansamagati-1J kiilena viccheditii
diirosclÏt'IJ.amivasmasiiravihitarp karmiintikarp priipayetll

svaropatamiitma1qtarp ca vistararp
kuliinvayarp dra>yasamrddhisarpcayaml
naro hi sarvo labhate yathiïkftarp
subhasubheniitma1qtena karma.{laJl

"Ail the actions done in the past, whether pure or impure, retum to the
person himself. Knowing that everytbing that takes place [in the present] is
the result of [past] action, the inner soul urges the mind (buddJu) to aet
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accordingly. [ln this manner]. the dilferent projects (:irambha) that ma)' he
undert<lken will never fail. [provided that] one relies on one's own efforts
(v:yavasaya) and on such other assistance as there may be. The business
(art:ha) of a worthy man of blameless soul. who acts without pride and
an.xiety, putting forth effort (.yavasiïya) with the necessary skill (upiïya). is
never last. From the very outset in the mother's womb, a persan is invariably
responsible for all the pure and impure acts he has performed in the past.
Death, whicb is irresistible (aparibar.n·a) and responsible for the destruction
of life, together with time (kiila),leads all creatures ta their end like sawdust
scattered by the wind (samagatl). As a result of pure and impure acts
performed by bimself in the past, the persan obtains wbatever be bas and has
accomplisbed in life, inclutling bis family and associates, bis fame and
fortune and everything else be bas done of his own accord." The ocly caveat
in all of tbis would appear ta be the activities of Death and Time from which
there is no escape whatever one does.

This link. between pas~ karma and the daiva of present circumstances is also
evident from remarks made by Bhï~ma at the very beginning of the
Mo~adharmasection of Santiparva (XII.168.37-39a):

piirvadebakrtalp. karma subbalp. vayadi vasubbamj

prajiialp. m üçlbalp. tat:ha siiralp. bbajateyad,dalp. ./crtamil

evamevakilaitanipriYiiIJyevapriyaJ}i cal

jive~u parÏvartante du./;lkbani ca sukbani cali

tade 1arp. buddbimiist:haya. sukbalp. jivedgu.(2ifnvita../;ll

"The [results of] what has been done in a previous incarnation, whether pure
or impure, are visited upon the wise and the foolish, as weIl as on brave
persans, according ta one's just deserts. It is even thus that living creatures
bave these good and bad experiences, together WiÛl joy and sorrow. Once
aware of tbis, the man endowed with the qualities-of his material nature
(gU.(2a. - thus character) lives happily."

The mecbanism by which the acts of the past are tranSmitted ta the present is
dealt with in the Anugïta section of the Asvamedha-parvan (XIV.16ff.)
where ~~a recalls a dialogue between two brahmins, one of whom,
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Kasyapa. puts a number oi questions about death and rebirth and the role of
action (karma). Bruce Long8 has drawn attention to a disjunction in this text
between a naturalistic account of death and rebirtb (XIV.17 and 18.1-13) and
the theistic account of the original creation of bodies by Brahma that follows
(XIV.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 piirva.lcarm.a.
(XIV.17.28-29):

sa jiva1] procyuca1] kayiitkarm.abbi.g svai.g samavTca1]1
a.tJkica1] svai.g subbai.g PU1J.ai-9 papairvapyupapadyace\l

brabm:l1J.ii jiiiinasarppanna yachavaccbrucaniscay~!

ica.r.up krtapu1J.Y3IP vii carp vijiinanei la.lc~ai.g\l

"Dissociated from the body, the jiva. is surrounded on al! sides by his own
acts. He is endowed with "marks" (aJ.lkica) of bis pure and good and bad
deeds. Brahmins endowed with knowledge. and duly conversant with the
conclusions of scriprure. know by these indications (la.lc$anai-9) about bis
good and evil deeds." The terms aJ.lkica and la.lc$ana are no doubt equivalent
to the viisanii and sarpskara that are given prominence in the later
philosophical literarure. That the mind itself is the repository of these
"marks" is clear from what follows (XIV.18.1-4):

subbiiniin1aSubbiiniii72 ca nebanaso 'sei karm.:l1J.iin1!
prapya prapya ru pacyance~eU'aIp. k~eU'aIp. cacha cachàJl

yachaprasiiyamiinasrupbalï dadyacpba13.I[l babul
cacha syadvipul3.I[l pU1J.y3.I[l suddbena manasak[C3.I[l\l

paparp capi cachaiva syacpapena manasak[t3.I[l!
purodbaya mana bïba karm:l1J.yacm.apravarcacell

yacha karmasamadi~t3.I[l kiin1amanusamavrta.{71
naro garbb3.I[l pravisaei taccapi spJ.u cottaramll

"Pure and impure actions ripen upon the attainment of body aiter body
(k~etra = a field. i.e. of action). They are not subject to destruction. As a
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fruit-bearing tree (phali) brings forth mucb fruit when the season cornes. the
actions performed by a pure mind re~-ult in mucb merit (PU{lY3).•·\nd the
actions performed by an evil mind are productive of sin (P:ip3). The soul
(acmii). led by the mind (man3s). sets itself to action. Bear then how the
person wbo is governed entirely by bis [past] acts (karmasam:idi;;ç:up). being
overwbelmed 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 karmasamadi;;J:up. This is evident from the
statement that (,,"V.11-12):

yadyacca kurute karma subh:up. vayadi asubhaml
pürvadehaleJt31p. sarv'amavasyamupabhujyate\l

tatasta!k~yate caiva punascanyatpracïy:ue\
yiiv"atra.nmok;;ayogastb:up. dharm31p. naivavabudhyate\l

"Whatever the acts. pure or impure, performed [by the persan] in a former
body, he will go through [the effects of] al! 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 time as the persan becomes aware of the
dharma related ta the means of liberation." It is thus the acts themselves that
are responsible for rebirth (v.22):

eV31p. pürvalcrt31p. karma sarvo jantumi;;evate!
sarv:up. ta!kiira{z31p. yenanik{toyamwiigatliP\I

"A living being thus always meets the action previously performed by him.
Al! these [acts] constitute the cause (kara.{la) by whicb he cornes into this
world in a debased form (ni1q'ta, i.e. in a body)." As noted once again by
Bruce Long: "That the embodied state of being (dehin) is thougbt ta be an
abnormal condition for the jïva is indicated by the standardized use of the
term do;;a (impurity. fauIt, pollutant) in referring ta the basic bumors in the
body."9

In contrast ta this naturalistic account, the creation of the first (macrocosmic)
body is the work of a supematural agent in the form of Brahma-Prajapati.
who creates bis own body before creating the pradhana or material cause of
ail the other (microcosmic) bodies of mobile and immobile creatures (vv.24-
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25). As in the Bhagavadgïtâ. every puro~a is a dualit)'. consisting of a
destructible body (k~ara) and an indestructible soul (ak~ara), that mig:-ates
from body to body. Instead of time. however. it is Brahma himself ·who
as~"igns the temporallimits to exit (Parivrw.) and return (punariivrttl) to each
state of embodiment (v.28). Nowhere is 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 K~J?a-ism, by attributing ail primary­
causative action to god while, at the same time, identifying that Creator as
Brahma-Prajapati rather than K~J?a. We might he 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 .r:lagdrude from man
himself." 10

Perhaps the most "pure" enunClaUon of the karma doctrine in the
Mahabhiirata is given by Vidura as part of bis continuing efforts to lift the
spirits of Dh!tar~~.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 (XI.3.6-l7).
Willy-nilly, says Vidura, we must ail 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 paner
may break at any time, t:ven on the poner's wheel (vv.9-l4). Life's
difficulties are ail the result of past behavior, wbich, in turn, is g )vemed by
the degree of insight into the workings of the world. Those with lirtle insight
come under the dominion of greed (lobba) which brings them to ruin (no
doubt Vidura has the king himself in mind). By contrast, those who are wise
(priijiia), established in trUth (sacya), and conversant with the comings and
goings of beings in this world (s;up.siira), anain ta the very bighest end
(v.17). The results of this past behavior accompany the persan at birth
(pürvakarmabbiranvita) ta produce what we have come ta regard as
"character" .(XI.4.5). Bound by the chams of the senses (baddbam.

indriyapasail)) ta family, wealth, and the other sweet things of life, i.e. by
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• attachments (S::l.flga), he continues ta act (v.8). The persan is then paid out of
this accumulated deposit of desire-prompted acts in the form of the various
calamities (v)'"asanfI!ll) encountered in this life, including his own de:lth at the
appointed time (v.9). This process is seldom seen for what it is on account of
greed, anger, lust, and madness (lobbiliodb:lJIladonma!C:l) that deceive the
whole world, including ourselves (v.11). Others are then b1amed for what we
have brought on ourselves (v.13):

mürkhiiairipariiniIbaniitmiin:up s:lJIlavek~atel

sik~iiIp.k~ipariciinye~iiIp.niitmiin:up siiswmiccb:lriil

"We speak of others as ignorant foo1s, but never take a look at ourse1ves.
One is quick to inst.-uct others, but has no wish to instruct oneself."

One familiar with the nature of freedom (the mok~a.vid) looks at the world as
a place to avoid. This is illustrated by the famous "parable of the wilderness
of life" - saf!lsaragahanopamiina. (XI.5.1-22) which recounts the
wanderings in the great world of human experience (mahiis:upsara) 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 ail sides by huge five-headed snakes reaching to the sky
(nabha1}sp[Sa). A dreadful woman with arms reaching over the net is also to
be seen. Running bither and thither to avoid these horrible Creatures he
inadvertently fails into a well (sa.1i1iiSaya. ; küpa) 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 bis fail. But this is not ail. Looking down he sees a
large and powerful snake at the bottom of the well and looking up he sees a
gigantic elephant with si.x faces and twelve feet approaching the mouth of
the well. Killer bees in the tree above ar~ 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

prolong it.
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This graphie imagery' is clearly designed to open the eyes of the blind king
(supposedly endowed with "the eyesight of insight" - prajii:icak~u) to the
true nature of the human condition (XI.6.1-l2). Such insight, says Vidura, is
ail that is needed to secure happiness (sugaCl) in the higher worlds
(paralokfil;). Tbe wilderness is the sarpsiira as a whole. he explains. wbile
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 (niIri brhatkayii) with arms outstretched is the prospect
of decrepitude (jarul tbat awaits us. The well or pit is the physical
embodiment into which we "fail," continuaily buzzed by desires (bees) that
are never fully 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 (mok~avid).

human effort (karma. prayacna., puru~akiira) is of little consequence in the
face of time (kâIa). 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
elephant (of the years) with si...'C faces (seasons) and twelve legs (months).
And finaily 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. Dhrtari4>çra presses Vidura to continue.

The situation may be grim. but it is not entirely hopeless. Vidura hastens to
re-assure the king (XI.7.1-20). The course of existence can well take the
form of a long journey (adhviina) through a forest of adversity. punctuated
by frequent "fails" into different embodiments. However. this is ontYfor the
ignorant (like the king hïmself). Men of wisdom are aware that these fierce
beasts lin 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 control that may be exercised over one's life by the analogy of
handling a chariot (vv.13-14):
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r.Jth:up. s:JrÏr'..IJl bhût:i.niIp S:ltt'·:.unlh uscu s:!r:lfhim 1

indriyJJ:U h:ly:i.nlh uiJ k:l!"m:lb uddhisc:l r:15m:l)":l!lll

te~:irp hay:i.nilip yo ....eg:lIp dhl,·:ltJmanudhii":ltil

sa tu s:up. siIraca.kre "smi.rpsca.kra,·atpari,':l!"t:Jee\l

"The body of creatures is c:illed a chariot, and the driver is the living
principle (sartva). The senses are represented by the horses, and our aets and
understanding are the reins. Whoever is c:Jrried aIong br these impetuous
steeds has to return to the S:lIpsiira in a perpetuaI round of rebirths." This is
the "chariot of Yama" that confuses the ignorant (v.15). On the other hand
(vv.19b-20):

d:!masryiigo 'pramadasca te tr.Jyo br.l1JmaI,lo haylhll

silaraSmisa1l1 iiyukre schito yo m Iinase rochel

ryakrvii mrryubhay:lIp r":ïjanbr.l1Jmalokatp sa gacchatlll

"Self-restraint (dama), renunciation (tyiïga) and vigilance (apram5da) are the
wee horses of Brahma. Whoever controls the chariot of the mind to which
the reins are firroly attached by good character (sila), casting off al! fear of
death, is destined, 0 king, for the world of Brahma (br.l1Jmaloka)." The key
to control of one's life and spiritual betterment lies in control of the "mind,"
$uggesting control of the emotions wough knowledge (though it is not clear
whether puru?akiira is equivalent to the power of this mind). The alternative
is to fal! victim to the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune (daiva) in the
manner of a Dhrtara~a, dragged by his own emotional attachments from
one disasterto 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 (cf. p.?) 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
5a1p.Siira and of pravrtti. Chaitanya has nevertheless observed a curious
parallelism between the karmic mechanics of epic events an~ the divine
intentionalities of higher powers. He writes: "if for expressing hh very subtle
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concept of a superordinate transcendental intentionalit)', V)'âsa indicates an
event as designed from above, be carefull)' ma,cbes it with a Karmic
causalit)' that is seli-sufficient in terms of the world's processes and buman
reactivities." Il His examples are the destruction of the Yâdava, and the
culpabilit)' of Arjuna in the death of Bbï~ma. In the first instance the divine
intentionalit)' is suggested b)' the willing submission of Kr~~a ta the fate
meted out ta bim and bis countrymen; in the second b)' the revenge of the
Vâsus in the (temporary) death of Arjuna at the bands of bis own son
(XIV.79-81). Tbese events are also precipitated in karmic fashion, the former
through the absence of K~~a during the dice game; the latter through the
killing of Bhï~ma perpetr<lted b)' Arjuna for bis own advantage. even though
the former bad sougbt death as a solution ta problems of bis own. The final
demise of Duryodhana is a further example. As Chaitan)'a e.'Cplains: "The
reactions of the world, the objective situation. harden when the provocations
continue and be)'ond a certain stage the)' become unalterable and confront
the doer as his destiny." 12

Chaitanya, with typical existentialist Verve. alscsees the :Ieterministic thrust
of past conduct into the present as a necessary Ct' ',Jntatio" with a "destiny"
that challenges tbe exercise of an inberent freedom ta shape oneself and
one's own future. He offers the example of KarlJ.a 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 Gi:a. Life had throughout
heaped misfortunes on bim. But they ceased ta have any significance
for him at this ho~r; he does not even remember them. The empirical
effects initiated b:r bis past misdeeds - but not bis own misdeeds alone.
the web of cau:;alities was tao intricately woven for sucb simplist
reading - had jelled into a situation wbich squarely confronted bim
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 bis own certain death either.
He transformed what loomed up as a dark Karmic fatality into a
personaliy wrought destiny and fulfjl!ment. Bl' the position he took up
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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. 13

Chaitanya ma.lces much of the ladder of human initiatiw iroplied in the
different uses of the agriculturaJ. metaphor of sowing. In the Vanapar\'an, for
exampl'e (III.33.45), the farmer fulfills his dutY siroply by sowing the seeds
(puru~a.kara ) in a field that has already been ploughed. Here the text siroply
suggests that he cannot thereafter be faulted if the monsoon fails to arrive. In

the Udyogaparvan, however, K~~a insists that the farmer should make
further efforts to water the field by hand, iroplying that the husbandman
should not just be resigned to his fate if the rains do not come ('V.77.1-5).

But this metaphor, wbich assimilates puru~a.kJr:J. to the seed, is later
completely transformed by Bhï~ma (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,
wbich is human initiative. Vyasa incorporates his theory of buman actions
and consequo:nces into bis overall conceptualization of a benign
intentionality behind creation even while underscoring man's responsibility
to strive."14 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 jus! how far we ourselves
are responsible for this existentialleap is a moot point which he refers back
to the assertions of the epic: "As to whether events are finaily determin~d 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 bis initiative." IS

1 Al! Hiltebeitel. Th,. Rjrn;)' Of Rtml!'· Kri"ih:ljl jn rh". Me"!" hiirpm (Ithaca: Cornell Univer:;ity Press. 1976).
p.214.

2T.G. K:I1ghalgi, Kawa nqd Rphicrh (Ahmedabad: L..D. lnstilUle of Indology. !9n), p. 43 .
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:3 P.V. Kanc. ·Ijstory gf n"'ilc""i'S3stQ.S ....o~s. (poona: Bhandarkar Orient:û Researcb Ir:.stitute, 1977), ,,"ol.
V: Il. p. 1561.

4 II.D. Bb:ltt:lcbary,;-a, MVicissitudcs of the Karma Doctrine," in ,\1'jlli'''~Yjl (""o""oP..... QQt.QC VQ1vmr
(13en:u-es: Ben:ll'es llindu University, 1932). Quoted in Beney Gopal R:ty, (;odS and K'nWi' in lndjno
Reljgion, (S:ultiniketan: Center of Advo.nced Study in Philosopby. Visva-Bb=ti University. 1973). p.
89.

S This formulation is common in the ~1abl1bh3r.lta.

6 Tbese verses were subsequently used b)' S:u;t.lt= to bolster the .pu."C. theoty of karma exprcssed in bis
commenwy on Vedlintosutr:lllI. 1. 8.

7 Kesori Moban Ganguli (tr:lnS.). pp. 390-391.

8 J. Bruce Long. "Tbe Concepts of Human Action and Rebirtb in the M:üllibb01r:lt:t: in Knrmn nnrl Rebj!th
in CI"<iro' Indjnn Irndjtjons. cd. Wendy Doniger O'fl:ülerty (Berkeley: University of C:ilifo:ma Press.
1980). pp. 52-57.

9 Ibid. foot:lote (39). p. 56.

10 Ibid. p. 57. Unfortunbtely. the article il too shOrt to pro'ide the nece""", support for bis ·underlj"ins
llSsumption· about the contribution of karma tO bumnn destiny.

Il Cb:Ùtnnyn.Ihr MnMbMrn". p. 337.

12lhill. p. 338.

13lhill. pp. 341-2.

14lhill. p. 343.

15 lhill. 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
Mahabhiirata may be viewed in two ways. As we have seen, the diachronic
arrangement suggests the gradual emergence of a more autonomous "person"
in c1assical India.l This eyidence is corroborated by ana!ysis of other texts.
De Smet, for exampIe, notes that the human endeavor of the early Vedic
period was marked not by personal but by a collective concern for the good
order of tbings, particuiarly for the maintenance of rra - the physica! and
moral order of the world. This collective interest is Iater superseded by a
promethean quest for the brabman, the mysterious power behind the cosmic
system, identified (in the BrahmaQ,a texts) with the sacrifice itself and Iater
internalized in the Upani~adsas being one with the atman, the supra-persona!
"self."2 Indra, Vi~l).u, Sarasvatï 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 particuiarly
evident in times of crisis. Epic characters naturally express their momentary
states of mind in images and ideas drawn from the rich cuituraliore 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 invoived, from
experiences of complete powerlessness and/or frustration to various Ieveis of
control and responsibility for a given action or situation. Paralyzed by ties of
greed and affection, King Dhrtarii~~ 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 heiplessness or anger in cases of
seemingly irreconcilable conflict of duty (dbarmapasa), or apparent injustice
(adbarma). We Can think of Yudhi~when cornered into participating in
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the dice-game (II.52.18), or of Draupadî angrily contemplating the
discomforts of a fourteen-year forest exile resulting from her husband's
adherence to a dharma she fails to understand (III.31.2lff.). References to
daiva, or to a particular god, or to karma, in these situations here suggests an
increasing scale of personal autonomy. Explaining the present in terms of the
past actions of the agent himself (pürvakarma) may, on this view, simply
reflect a heightened sense of autonomy and moral responsibility on the part
of the speaker.

Both the diachronic and synchronic readings are supported by a mythology
that suggests that the human drive for autonomy and self-determination is 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
Ka~opani~ad III.9-11 and IV.7-8 taken in reverse. The Creation appears as a
sort of "fall" from knowledge to ignorance (avidya; moba), from subtle
(suk~ma = siittvic) to gross (sthüIa = tamasic) forms of e.'CÏstence, from
Brahma down to a blade of grass (brabmadi tr1Janta). The nirvikalpasamiidbi

(rippleless consciousness) of the Supreme Divinity is shattered into a
multiplicity 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 (lob) (XII.199.3; XII.271.36ff; XU292.1ff; XU.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 rebirtb. The term S31p.siira 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 birtb, death,
and rebirtb. The basal universal energy (tejas, tapas, saktJ.) 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 Brahmii as a result of spil:ltual advances over many lives (XIII.118­
120).

The eartb 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 facult)' of conscience. This is
the critical phase where the (now human) individual becomes responsible for
his or her own furtber evolution in the context of the interactiona!
confrontation of the "1" (a.h:upk:ira) with the "other" of the world. Human
beings are the ocly species with the right mL\: of awareness (pr.lk:i.'~a =light)
and pain (du.(!kba) to prompt them to act continuously. either to satisf)' desire
(pr3vrttJ.) or. by reflection. to tum away from its objects (nùTCtJ.).

This spiritual entelechy is characterized. in the more philosophical mode of
the Bhagavadgit1i. as the progression of nature (prakrtr) towards the
possibility of the fully self-determined act. that is to say. towards control
over the springs of one's own action.4 This possibility is il!ustrated at
VI.30/BG.7.4-5 where K!"~lJ.a makes the distinction between "the segmenta!
processes of nature. which he genericaily groups as /iparoPrakrci. 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 Paro Prakrci."5

Unfortunately. instead of abruptly disappearing with the advent of human
life. most of the deterministic features of the lower praJcrci go underground
"to create fantastic complications. though their ultimate indication still is that
freedom is a reality even if it can be realized ocly by a great striving."6 This
inner drive towards freedom (which is generally expressed by the term yacna
in the epic) becomes puru~arawhen this drive is diverted into satisfying
mundane desires in the external world.

Ail the complex of forces at work behind the human events of the epic may
be interpreted in light of this cosmic joumey of the soul. Such a vision
reveals the epic conflict as the climax, on the "stage of action" (karmabbiiml)

that is this world. of the drama of inner struggle that takesplace on the "field
of values" (dbarm.~ecra.) between our lower organic heritage. and our
higher nature acting as proxy for the human spirit (puru~a) who takes no
active part in the war. This inner war is the constant attempt by the self­
centered forces of desire (kiima). aversion (dve~a) and anger (krodba). to
usurp the throne of the higher values and ideals (dbarma) 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. ln contrast to the
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animals-governed by instinct, humans have the power to resist the ata"istic
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 no 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 is
as much above Nature as in it. This over-natural status of man is cal!ed
'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 Ka~opani~ad 11.1.2; 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.8

As we pointed out in Chapter V, this self-determination or autonomy is not
complete freedom in the epic sense of mok$Zl but is a progressive loosening
of the net of attachments (kamajâla) that bind the embodied soul (jiviic.man)

to the cycle of life (S~siira).9Mo~a is not a freedom of the will related to
the ego (ah~kiira). Nevertbeless, 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 al! lower orders of being (X1I.173.8ff.). Our
humanity, flawed as it is, puts us on the staircase to heaven (sopiüzabbütaJp.

svargasya) (XII.309.79; cf. ~~aX11.286.31-32). On the other hand we need
notbe reminded that these advantages also carry the risk of deviating !rom
the path of spiritual evolution in a manner that has no parallel among the
things and beings governed by the causallaws of (lower) pralq"ti. In tbis
respect, the human endeavor is "finer than the edge of a razor and grosser
than a mountain" (X1I.252.12). Humans have achieved a certain "freedom"
to pilot their own evolution but, depending on how they use tbis, they may
degenerate into the self-seeking demonic type or enjoy a meteoric rise to

. functional similarity (sadbarmya) with the Supreme Being
(VI.37/BG.XIV.2). Self determination (or autonomy) is a necessary
condition of the ultimate freedom of moksa, but it can aIso lead to a
pernicious inflation of the ego, which makes it possible for- a man like
Duryodhana to resist the divine plan.
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This weakening of instinctual contraIs clearly poses a serious threat ta the
stability and well-being of society. particularly in the context of the
progressive decline of the yuga (leading ta Hobbsian conditions in which the
big fish eat the little fish-matsyanyaya). At the instigation of the lesser
gods. Brabma. the stol)' goes (XII.59.13-141; XII.91.16). is prompted ta
introduce moral standards (dbarma). backed by à system of rewards and
punisbments. ta control the libidinal (kiiina) and materi:llistic (artba)

excesses of the community. Regulation of sociallife (lokarak~3.J.lak:ïrika­

literaily "measures taken ta protect the world". XII.59.77; cf. also
XII.251.25) had. during the formation of the epic. become enshrined in
complex formal codes of duties "to be done" (k:ü:ra) according to caste
(v3.r.{la) and stage of life (3Srama). The iisramadbarmais tecbnic:lliy restricted
ta brabmins (XII.62.2). though the epic is replete with examples of kings
who retire ta the woods when their social responsibilities have been fulfilled
(Dhrtar~~. the heavenly ascent of the Piü:l~avas etc.). It may be
distinguished from the V3.r1J.adbarma by the fact that; "Whereas the
organization of Asrama-dharma approaches life from the side of nurtUre
(srama) , training it through successive stages; the organization of VarlJ.a­
dharma approaches life from the side of nature (gUlJ.a). defining the raIe of
the individual in society by virtUe of natural tendencies and innate
dispositions."lO The "legal" aspect of relations between the individual and

the group was part of the responsibility of the king (riijadbarma) , ta be
enforced by means of the d3.{lga or rad of chastisement (XII.59.77-78).

However. these social norms are viewed in the epic within the much broader
ethical context of human aspirations in general (puru~iirtba), including the
vital quest for inner harmony. and for a more meaningful integration witbin
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 ta
bring the mind to a greater radius of awareness and a finer grain of being.
Thus, in addition to the fulfillment of one's social duties in a spirit of
"sacrifice" (that is ta say for the welfare of the community rather than one's
own), more encompassing norms or siidbiira.{ladbarmas-such as non­
violence (abi1p.sil), charity (diina), and truth (satya)-are encouraged as an
integral part of spiritual and moral disciplines (siidbana; abbyiisa) directed to
personal growth and self-realization. Thus, (using the Mo~aparvanexample
of XII.266.6-7), the merits of patience (dbairya) are the antidote ta desire
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(icchif), aversion (dve~a) and lust (kiima), and study (abhyasa) is encouraged
ta dispel confusion (bhrama) , ignorance (pramoha) and doubt (avarta).ll The
idea is ta gradually transform these moral imperatives, through discipline,
into the attitudes and behaviors that reflect the spiritual passage of the
individual from bandage ta liberation (mok$a). "Where the dharma is, there
is victory" (yato dharmas tato jaya1;J, etc.) is an oft-repeated expression that
suggests spiritual as well as temporal victory.l2

This movement from the social ta the personal, from objective ta 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 understood, 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' to the 'ought­
consciousness'.... This is the Subjective stage known as CiccliSuddhi or
purification of the mind. Subjective Ethics is an advance over Objective
Ethics because 'virtues are superior ta duties.' Whereas duty represents
extemal sanctions, virtue represents intemal sanctions. Duties are related
ta experiences of prohibition and fear. but virtues arise from experiences
of preference and the feeling of self-respect.l3

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 multiple doors (XII.342.16). varying according to place and
time (de$akiila) (XII.297.16) and according to the respective capacities of
human beings in different yuga (XII.252.S). Siik$mii gatirbi dbarmasya
babusiikbii byanantikii - "the way of the dharma is subtle and has many
branches without end" is the oft-repeated complaint (III.200.2. cf. also
XII.10S.1; XII.254.35-36; XIII.10.2; XIII.10.32).14 Not even the venerable
Bhï~ma can say e.xactly what it is (XII.I09.9-11). However, following its
etymological meaning of b ear' or 'support' (from ,fdbr). he defines it. in part,
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as "that which supports ail creatures" (db:ir:J.J].Jddbarma icyJbuI"dbarmeIJa

vidbrtii./;! praj:ilJ) , its purpose being. "the growth and well-being of creatures"
(prabbâviIrtbaya bbuc:Iniirp). 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 communit)' as a whole is at stake
(a particularly difficult lesson for Yudhi~~ira). 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."IS This leads. finaily. to the recognition that no act is wholly good
or wholly bad (V1.40/BG.18.48; XII.15.50).

The vedic and dharmasastra prescriptions (the "eyes of the virtuous"
XII.28.53) came to be supplemented by o~e: sources of authority such as
the conduct of the good (sadaciira), the purpose (artba) of the act (XII.251.3)
or what we would recognize as the inner voice of conscience (iicmatu~ti ).16

We have seen that the final judgement is frequently reserved for some god
(such as Agni at 1.5.23) or for "the Heart" (1.68.27). The latter. though
sounding more autonomous, is really the inner voice of the iicman, "a particle
of Myself in the world of the living" (V1.37/BG.15.7). We also find that
these paradigms of behavior have been adapted, in many cases. to the needs
of the nascent bbakti worldview. such as the distinction between the
traditional dharma of punishment and reward. and the so-cailed sanatana
dbarm.a of duties performed in a manner free of desire for reward. 17

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 adbarm.a). 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 (puflya) or sin (papa). with whatever consequences for future
entanglement this may entail.18 On the other hand, this is precisely what
makes it possible to reverse the entanglement with the world by moving
from the pravrttidbarma of the Veda (Le. 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 bbakti form of nivrtti. that purifies the
mind by destroying these subtle accumulations of past karma (purvakarma) .

This radical change of direction is specificaily 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 nirahaJ!lkiira (i.e. that is not related to the ego and its desires).
As we shail see, these ideas are important for understanding the inner
connection between daiva and puru~akiira.

There are also suggestions that good and evil (pu1J.yapapau; subbasubbau

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 weil as by the
gods (I.15.5ff). The creative churning brings prosperity (Sri: Lak5mï) 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 symbolïc metaphor, there is
a god as well as a devil in every man. But t lo '. world is the creation of deity
and he ever abides with man: in fact he is We 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 ofwrong 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 avatiira on the side of the dharma (cf. VI.27/BG.4.7-8).
Thus the name of Kr5.Q.a is sometimes substituted for the term dharma in the
above-mentioned adage that: "Where the dharma is, there is the Victory"
(e.g. at VI21.12 and 14). In some miraculous way the karmic energies that
promote the good automaticaily spring into action to destroy evil whenever
the divine spark within (atman) is denied in favor of self-interest and self­
indulgence. The defiance of a Duryodhana is inevitably "shattered against
the throne of God, which is the world and its law."2o He discovers to bis 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 bis destiny."21
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Tbis self-determination-the freedom to cbcose evil as ,vell as good ­
implies a power of moral discernment wbicb. it is agreed in the epic. is
exercised by the buddhi. a faculty with intellectual as well as moral
overtones. In its sattvic mode of operation. this buddhi distinguishes true
and false as well as wbat ougbt to be done (kürya ) from wbat ougbt not to be
done (VI.40/BG.18.30). Tbis dual role produces a blurring of the di'viding­
line between the practical and the theoretical reason. a pbenomenon that goes
back to the epic tendency to regard morality in relative terms as a necessary
antidote to the fundamental error (avidyâ) to wbicb the jiY'a is subject. Action
is prompted by kâ.ma 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.lfL).
"Knowledge. the object of knowledge and the knower are the threefold
source of action," says ~J:l.a (VI.40/BG.18.18). Volition 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" (whicb bas 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 bighest virtue. Indeed: "It is the virtue of
virtues. If one is able, for instance, to see the absolute truth. there is little left
fo. the will to do. The will is quieted. It is absorbed in the truth."23 In
keeping with Indian. tradition, the epic thus inclines to the view that man is a
"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 deligbt
(sukbam ifiryantïkaIp.) (VI.29/BG.6.21). Such a commitment spurs a
progressive change in the system of identities to which the individual is
bound (i.e. bis character) according to the meaning and insigbts he receives
as he moves to successively higher vantage-points. At the emotional level
the aspirant learns to transform bis functioning into "a motivation that does
not have the compulsive, deterministic, obsessional power of a 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 own. nor a wholly physical being who would
follow it unconsciously. He is always "tempted to defy its operation in bim
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because be is neither wbolly unconscious like the pbysical beings nor wholly
conscious like the Supreme Being or God. lt is for this reason that the moral
law makes its power and presence felt in man as the categorical
imperative."25

The bighest categorical imperative of the epic is K~I).a's caU ta raise
ourselves by our own efforts and ta transform what looks like fate into a
beroic self-affirmation. As he puts it (VI.29/BG.6.5-6):

uddharediitmaniitmalllup niitmiillam avasadayetl
iitmaiva hyiitmano bandhuriitmaiva ripuratman:011

bandhuriitmiitmanascasya yeniitmaiviitmanii )Ïc:01
anatmanas cu sacrucve varteCiitmaiva sacruvatll

"One sbould uplift oneself by the self and not degrade the self. Thus the self
alone is the friend of the self, and the self alone can be the enemy of the self.
For he who has conquered bis self by bimself the self is a friend. But for him
whose self is not conquered, the self is hostile, like an enemy." And,
Kaveeshwar adds that: "In tbis 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 ta this self-uplift is ta act, tbrough the
redemptive possibilities inberent in one's particular situation (daiva), as an
accessory (niIIziccamiitraIp) ta the realization of the divine program for the
world; in sbort, ta rise ta a simihrity in functioning (siidbarmya) with K~I).a

himself (VI.37/BG.14.2). This is made possible precisely tbro'lgb that
victory on the field of dbarma (dbarmak$etra) that frees the soul (puru$2;
iitman) from the residual determinisms of nature (pra1q"rJ.). Tbis "winning the
battle of the mind" is later confirmed in the aftermath of the war when K~I).a

warns Yudbi~ (XIV.12.11-14, ecboing similar advice by Bbima at
XlI.16.20-23) that:

manasaikena yoddbavya1p. catteyuddbamupastbicaml
casmiidabbyupagancavyaJP. yuddhiiya bbara~abhall

paramavyaktariipasyaParaJP. m ulctviisvakarmabbiPl
yatra naiva saraï.p lciiryaJP. na bbrryairna ca bandbubbiPl
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iitm an:Iiken:lyoddh:l \Y:lJ!l t:lueyuddb:l.IIl up:Jstbir:J.m Il

t:lsminnanirjiteyuddbe k:im:l\':lsth:ùp g:l.IIli~Y:Jsil

et:lJïiiiitvii tu k:lunteY:l k.rt:J.krtyo bb:J\'i~Y:lsill

etiirp buddhirp viniscitY:l bhüt:in:imiig:ltirpg:ltim!

pirrp:JÏtii.rn:Jhe vrtte siidhi riijY:lJ!l Y:lthocit:l.IIl11

"The battle you now face is the battle which each must fight single-handedly
with his mind. Therefore, 0 bull of the Bharatas, l'ou must be prepared ta
carry the strUggle against your mind; and freeing yourself by your own
efforts (svakarma) you must tr:lnscend the [powers of the] unconscious mind
(avyakca =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
is now upon you. And if vanquished in this strUggle, you will be lost in [a
flood of] emotion (kii.rna). Knowing this, 0 son of Kuntï, and acting
accordingly, you will fulfill the purpose of your existence. And
acknowledging this wisdom (buddhl) and the way of ail creatures, and in
accordance with the conduct of your ancestors, you should properly
administer your kîngdom." Like Arjuna before him, Yudhi~~ira 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 ta Gad and
administer it as a servant (XII.32).

On the other hand, the ambiguity about the non-active pres<:nce of K~lJ.a

leaves one wondering whether this victory can, in fact, be won without the
tacit alliance or grace (prasada) of God Himself. Arter performing awesome
austerities (capas) in his quest for divine weapons (of self-control needed to
accomplish the work of the gods-devakiirya), Arjuna is attacked by a wild
boar (symbol of untamed nature?) which he shoots at the same instant as a
kirii!a (tribal or "savage") who had suddenly appeared out of the forest
(III.40.16). When bis claim ta the dead animal (actuaily a riik$asa in the
form of a boar) is chailenged by the kiraca, his heroic effr:its fail him and he
is reduced ta a sacrificial oblation (pi1J.rja) in the dramatic encounter that
follows (v50). The kiraca turns out ta be the god Siva who restores his
powers and "grants him eyesight" (III.4054). When Arjuna thereupon fails
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to the ground and worships bim, his powers are multiplied immeasurably by
the gift 01 tbe dreaded Brahmasiras and various other divine weapons.
Possession of a weapon by the name of Brahmasiras suggests to Biardeau
that Arjuna has supplemented bis k~atra powers with the divine potentials
embodied in the power of the brahman, a troly lethal combination that, she
argues, reveals his association with the avataraP 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 Ganc;liva 0:1 this occasion, "indicates the deep spring whence flows the
efficacy of aU the instrumentalities and processes of the manifested world."28

The varied agencies introduced ta explain the sources of the human
predicament testify not only ta the great range of spiritual dispositions
(svabbava) but also ta the huge stakes that are gambled in this struggle for
human betterment. As we have seen. we may arrange the winners and the
lasers in this game of life on a great evolutionary ladder leading from
complete moral blindness and identification with nature, those who, in the
words of K~.Q.a at VI.32/BG.9.8, are "powerless by the forces of nature"
(avaSalp pralqter vasat) , ta successively higher states of moral awareness and
emotional detachment (vairiigya) , culminating in freedom (mok$a) 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
gU1J.as or modalities of nature. Those with a preponderance of the quality of
tamas (from ../tam = ta faint) show a tendency ta drift as a result of a failure
ta be in touch withreality. "Tiimasika movements are biological and
therefore uncontrollable and unfree."29 Dhrtara~~ is the prime example of
such a type, a man sa govemed byunconscious drives thathe acts (orfails ta
act) .vantriirügba, - "as if mounted on a machine" (VI.40/BG.18.61). He
acknowledges the authority of the dharma (or of bis conscience in the forro
of Vidura) but can do nothing about it and falls victim ta circumstances (i.e.
ta daiva). According ta Sukthankar. "he is the perfect symbol of the
vacillating ego-centric self, pandering ta 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 lasses."30

209



•

•

The conventional order of humanity is m:u-ked b)" a predominance of
rajogu1J.a, - activit)" directed to the satisfaction of libidinal-œsthetic (kiI.ma )

and m~terial (archa) ends of life based on attachment to the fruits of its
endeavour (pba.liikii1J.k~i).31 "Rajasîka movements :u-e propelled by strong
passions of love (ôiga) or hate (dve~a) and :u-e therefore also unfree even
wough [sic] the person knOW$ these actions to be his own."31 The
progressive type accepts the mcral order of the "'~'orld (dh:u-ma), while the
deviant form is the demonic t)l'e (ifsUris:l1p.pad) of Vt38/BG.16.7-2l that
falls away from the line of evolution. The first type is exemplified by the
person of Arjuna who listens ta 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
hïmself, 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 (bbogaisvarya).34 Sukthanka:- 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. envy,
pride. vanity, and so on. to which the empirical ego is firmly attached and to
which it clings desperately."3S

The higher form of humanit)- is characterized by a predominance of
sauvagu1J.a. Actions undertaken under the influence of sarrva are
characterized by freedom to the extent that they incorpor~!e detachment
(vairiigya). This sarrva is the inteJ..:ectual acumen of the spiritual seeker
(mumuk$u) who. by adopting a program of self-discipline (siidbana;

abbyasa) , gradually becomes free of attachment (mukras:l1J.ga) and
egocentricity (anab:l1p.viidi), steadfast (dbra) in his determination (ursiiba),

and unshaken whatever the outcome (VI.40/BG. 18.26). The hierarchical
aspect of this discipline is porcrayed by K~J:la in the following manner
(VI.25/BG.III.42; cf. also XII.240.2; XII267.16):

iIldriyiirJiparWJ.yiiburiJldriyebbya.1Jpar:JJP. mana.1J\

manasasru parii buddbiryo buddbeg pararasru sa.1J1I

"It is said that the senses are high; greater than the senses is the mind
(manas); greater than the mind is the intellect (buddbl); but greater than the
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intellect is he [i.e. the puru,s-a]." Commenting on this verse, Crawford
remarks that: "The outward life of sense is least frf'e because consciousness
is constricted by the sway of senses. Freedom emerges when the senses are
made dependent on the mind. Freedom is enhanced when the mind :'s yoked
with intelligence. Greatest fn":edom 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 k,s-atn"ya kings ofyore such as Janaka.

The epic ideal of human autonomy is perfectly captured in the image of the
charioteer (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 (XI.7.l3-l4;
XII.280.l; XIV.50A-S. cf. also III.202.2l and V.34.57 which use the same
image without referring to the reins). This image is, of course, duplicated by
the presence of Kr~a (symbolizing the atman or puru,s-a 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 (buddhl)
over the self-seeking impulses of desire and aversion (ragadve,s-au) for the
objects of the senses, marked by enhanced self-sufficiency and control. The
epic would not contest that involuntary bodily movement is govemed by
natural causality (prak{'tl). However, action prompted by desire or aversion is
driven, in tum, by the accumulated pU1].ya and papa resulting from the
desire-prompted activities (kilmyakarma) of past lives, currently maturing as
the existing personality. We are only "free" to the e.'Ctent we can resist
(va.iriïgya) 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 ageney involved
in viewing the action as "mine". Commenting on the psychological
significance of the Œta's analysis, Crawford notes that:

it does not fall into the customary traps of modern Behaviourists or
E.xistentialists wbo argue either for freedom or determinism. Instead of
taking a polaristic position, the Œta tries to do justice to all ranges of

human experience. On. the lowest range, it concurs with Behaviouristic
thought that nature is determined. But, unlike the Behaviourists, the
Œta 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. Tbe lower self is progressively brougbt under the control
of the bigber Self, but in so doing, the lower is not abrogated by the
bigber. Instead, the interests and activities of the empirical self are
sublimated, sc that ail aspects of personality are made to function
belpfully and harmoniously.37

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-attacbment leading to true freedom
(mok~a). As we bave noted in the case of Arjuna, the acquisition of power
through the performance of tapas is a legitimate - indeed, a necessary path
for the k~triya to follow, but in the interests of society rather than of self.
Bhï~ma argues strongly for the selfless exercise of power as guarantor of the
dbarma (XII.132). On the other band (VI.24/BG.2.41-44), this quest for
power can easily turn demonic when pursued by desirous natures (kiiinarma)
concerned only with wbat they can appropriate for themselves (yogak~ema).

One should therefore strive. by constant spiritual practice (abhyasa), to act
without attachment to the fruits of action (pbaliikiiJ:1k#; 11Ï~kam.a etc.). And
this purifies and prepares the mind for the essential freedom that "consists in
myaccepting or not wbat stands determined for me, wbether by Nature itself
or by scriptures. saints, sages, and others."38

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 higber freedom
of being in which the individual (if we can still describe bim as sucb) aligns
himself with the cosmic teleology of the avatiira, and indeed no longer
enjoys the freedom to be good or bad. Paradoxicaily. it is only the imperfect
will that needs to be free to cboose 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 for it
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 ":iill" as such).
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As suggested above, this raises the issue as to whether a freedom beyond
good and evil may not also transcend our commonly accepted (Western)
notions of the human person? We have already learned from the Œta that
mok~a 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
sarvabbücatmabbüCiitmii of VI.27/BG.5.7). The dharma clearly has no value
or purpose at this point, since behavior is no longer governed by e.xternal
prescription or inner imperative but is the spontaneous expression of a being
whose actions are no longer bis (or hers). Like flowers or the sun wl:ich
scatter their splendors freely according to their nature, such a person has
become, in every respect, God's instrument (nimiCtamiitraIp) on earth
(XII.276.28-30).

In psychological terms, the ego with its deficiency needs are replaced by a
plenitude of being (ni~kiima ) and a feeling of companionsbip with alllife
(samacva) that seeks the welfare of the world (lokasa;p.graha). Tbis is the
dissociation of the puru~a from the prak[t:i that comes from calming the
restless mind by means of the various spiritual practices (abbyasa;

abbyasayoga) recommended in the Bhagavadgita (VI.28/BG.6.3S). Vairagya

and abbyiisa together provide a sattvic bridge from the world of causal
determinism (wbich is the sa;p.siira.) to the tfanscendental freedom of .mok$a.

This reveals the strange paradox that what was the source of the bondage of
the soul (i.e. nature herself) becomes, in her higher teleological mode of
operation (SIlCCva) , a means of releasing the puru~ from its previous
attachments and spurious identifications with itself (VI.3S/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 Œta. As S.K.
Belvalkar has noted, it is evident that Arjuna "does not doubt for a moment
that he is a free agent, free to fight or not to fight."40 But this is only because
he identifies so completely with his nature (prakrtJ.) in the forro of a
particular body, mind, and intellect (buddbl). He regards what he does as
"my actions" whereas, in reality, they do not derive from bis true self at all
(the iitman) but from the modalities of nature (gU1J.as) expressed wough
him. What he regards as bis personality (svabbiiva) is a product of the past
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(VI.28fBG.6.43), and his habitual modes of thinking and acting are therefore
completely determined by the causal energies of nature (VI.25fBG 3.5: 3.27­
28: 3.33: VI.27f5.14: VI.35/13.20: 13.29: VI.36f14.19: VI.40f18.59-61).

The only way out of this impasse, Kr~l).a instructs him, is ta abandon this
identification with the gu1J.:lS by pucifying the buddbi of its habitual mode of
think;ng lcartit.bam iti - "1 am the doer" (VI.25!BG.3.27). He follows with
some practical techniques on how ta accomplish this. Arjuna should first
seek ta renounce the fruits of his actions either by offering these fruits as a
sacrifice or yajiia (VI.26/BG.4.23), or by dedicating his actions and their
fruits to the Lord who dwells in the heart (VI.25/BG.3.30: VI.27/5.10;
VI.34/12.6; 12.10; VI.40f18.57). But the significan. further suggestion is that
he replace the thought of himself as the doer with alternatives more in
keepîng with the reality of things such as, gU1J.ii gU1J.e~u vartanta iti - "the
gU1J.a5 work among the gU1J.a5" (VI.25/BG.3.28), naiva k.ùpcitkaromiti - "1
do nothing at aU" (VI.27/BG.5.8), indriyiiI}indrifirtbe~u vartanta iti - "the
senses work among the abjects of the senses" (VI.27/BG.5.9), viisudeva{!
sarvmiti- "ViisudevaisaU" (VI.29/BG.7.19),gu1J.iivartantaityevam - "It
is only the gU1J.a5 working" (VI.36/BG.14.23). These seeds are aU planted ta
cultivate in him the idea that he (i.e. the puru~a or iitman) is not really the
actor, and thus untouched by the actions of praJcrti (VI.35/BG.13.32). These
practices combine with others (such as meditation) ta sever aU ties ta nature's
field of activity (~etra) unti! he gets to the point at which he knows
(jiiiinaca1c~usii = "with the eye of knowledge") what it is ta be free of nature
(bbfjtapralq"timok~a), and can proceed ta the supreme state
(VI.35/BG.13.34).

1 The term "autonomy" comes from the Greek aucos ("self") and nomos ("law"). Hence the reference is '0
"that which gives law to icself", or "that which is ics own law". Wc use the word interchangeably with
the term "self-determination" (the determination of one's actions by oneself without compumon). The
term "person" is from the Latin person., a =Iation of the Greek prosopon. both words signifying the
mask wom by aetors onstage. The term is appropriate since, as wc have already learned from Chapter
VI. the cpic "person" is u1timately a case of mistaken identity,

2 R.V. De Smet. SJ.• "Early trends in the !J1dian understanding of man: in pbil?,?phy E.V .nd We",22: 3
(My 1972), pp. 259·268.
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3 J.Brucel.ong. "Hum:ln.ction:lnd Rebirth in the ~l:1h3bhllr:lt••" pp. 57-5S.

4 Kane derines moroU self-determin:ltion OlS the sole or ultim3te dominion of the :J.gert over the choice "in
the sense th3[ (i) the agent's m:ùci.ng the choice at t rat.her th:m doing OtherwiSl', or vice vers:l (Le.
choosing from duty or self·inter.st). C:ln be explained by s.ying th.t the .gent 'ratiOn:>Jly willed .t t to do
so' in the sense of 'e.c.dorsed reuscns or motives :lt t for choosing :tS he or she did choose r:tthtt th::u::L
doing otherwise' (the motives of duty or or sel! intcrest as the case m.y bel, and (li) nO further
expl:ln.tion C:ln be given for the .gent's choosing rather th:ln doing otherwise (or vice vers.). or for the
:lgent's endcrsiog the set of reasons he or $he did endorse At t. that is :an cxplan:1tïon in terms of
conditions whose existence C:1llllot be explained by the agent's choosing or ration:>Jly wi.ll.ing something
:li: t.- R. Kane, fur WjII .od Volurs (Alb:lnY: Sbte University of New York Press. 1985).p. 153.

5 Ch:lit:lnya. Tbr Mob5bb5rnro p.237.

6 lhil1, p. 256.

7 K. Bh:ll:bch:uyya. -The Status of the Individu:>.! in Indian Mebphysics: in tbr lodioo '-1ind' =ntin1s qf
IOdinn pbjlqsopby Md C'llirurr. ed. Charles A. Moore with the assistance of Ald)'th V. Morris (Honolulu:
East-West Center Press and University of H.waii Press, 1967), p. 300.

S A distinction must be m.de hcre berween practic:>.!.prudenti:>.! and mor:>.! choice. Practic:>.! choices involve
nO confiict between wbt the .gent believes ought tO be done and wbt he wants to do. In prudenti:>.!
choice the confliet is berween immediate S:ltisf'actions ud the agen.t's OWn long·runge intetests where~
in mor:>.! choice both short and long-range sel!-intcrest confiiet with the demands of some mor:>.!
prescription or imperative. It is gener:ùly ngreed th:ll: the bighest expression of freedom is to be found in
mor:û choice.

9 As K.!hopanis.d lU shows. even the choice of the good is .ble to -chain a man- (puruprp SÙlt'bl!l). The
cpic uses the im.ge oi the n.t (e.g. 1.l10.2; XII.239.lIff.: XII.295.23) as weil as that of the COCOOn
which the embodied soul, in its igao=ce. spins .bout itsel! (cf. XII.136.2S-29; XII.212.47; XII.309.14:
XII.316.2S-29).

10 S. Cromwell Crawford. Tbe EvoJvtioo of Bindy Blbie.! Idr" (C:>.!cutta: Fïrma K.l.. Mukhop.dhyay,
1974). p. 216.

Il These two functions are con<rasted :li: III.149.34-36 as follows: dvijiInbnamrr:tI1' db=o
bye.l:llicniv:ùk:lv:ll'!'Ü:o!l1 ytJjiiiIdbytJyauadiIIliIni l:r:lJ"l!l siIdbiIr:l!liI!l smrtiI!> Il yiIjauiIdbyiIpaue cobbe
br:Ibm~iIai1rp pr:trigr:zb:o!lJ piU3ll311' 1q:llriyiIJJifJ;z v:zi vllSytJdb=llica po~amllSusrO~tu dvijiIlir:5tp
sOdrJt,lifJ;z db=a uc:y:rCej bb:U.l:pbomavr:lt:ùrbiD.iIscacbaiva guruVlIsiniIalli or course the
siIdbiIr:l!ladb=lIS go far beyond the vittues of sacrifice. study and charitypromoced here.

12 cr. V.2.14; VI.21.l1; VI.61.l6; VI.1l7.33; IX.62.5S; XI.I3.9: XI.17.6: XIII.150.S e'c.

13 Crawford. Bjndy Blbica! ldr" p.223.

14 According '0 Katz, th..e mor:>.! ambiguities or impasses of db=a are a mark of the -human- dimension
of the epic herces. particularly of A<juna. In addition co B~a's problem, examples include the
battlefield dilemna of the Gitli (Vl.23/BG.l.24ff.). A<juna's sel!-doubt prior te the death of B~a
(Vl.I02.36-37), bis dubious :lSSÏstallce to SlityaJti (VlI.ll6-11S), deccit associ:ll:ed with the ki.Il.ing of
J.yadratha (VlI.121) and K""", (VlII.66), as well as mor:>.! issues surrounding the deaths of Dro""
(VlI.'64) and Duryodhan. (IX.57).
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IS Acccrding to the case built b)· Kl:1es (CQ"Sc;s:PC'C "pd CPOSC;gu:iQS'S'S), Yudhisthi.n.'s problcm is of this
nature. Thus. he is c3ught berwecn the categoric:ù impcr.ltive of his own conscience and t11e demlU\ds of
the tr:lditionol v:lrlliISr:=.db:1rm. espoused by Kr;na.

16 The mark of agood action, viz. that it be undert3ken in a spirit of dotachment (\'wr.sy.; ni~A:l1nl.)for the
welfare of othetS (lo.b>"'1'gr.1b.). C3Mot be left to indi\iduol judgement unless he or she is :l!ready in •
st:1te of det3chment. Hence the need for written codes.

17 a. XIIJ.1S0,692".7-8. Biardeau olso suggests a connection between epic dhonna and music and dance
as the harmon)- of the Divine ID. which it is the dut)' of the king to muintain, Thus, Arjuna must leare
the Veda of the Oandh3fVllS during bis sojourain~. to prepare him for his rop.! duties. a. "Etudes
(V): p. 190.

18 However. the epic has no sense of "radicol evU". For a discussion of the origins of pUQ>" and pifpa see
C.L. Pr:abhù:lr. "The Idea o!Pàpa a.nd Pu1,\)-:L in the Rgveda," in Jovronl nf the Oriental Instituts: of tbe
tlnjVl:r:ri'Y of B.rod. 24: 3-4 (March-June 1975), pp. 269-283.

19 Choitanya. Tbr M.h3hb3rnm p. 305. The churning process may weil be modelled after the pressing of
the soma during the Vedic Soma sacrifiee. SeeKatz.~.p. 75.

20 lllill.. p. 364.

21 lllill., p. 340.

22 The c:Iosest Sanskrit equivolents of "will" would perhaps be s:1J1ll<alp. z purpose. intention. resolution.
or :abhis:updbiti= decision.

23 GoR. M3lk:UÙ. "Philosophy of the \Vill." in \Vorld P~nrrçtive::s jn PhjJQsophv Rs:ljeig" j'cd CVlrnn:, cd.
R:un Jee Singh (Bomba)': Bharati Bhawan. 1968). p. 196.

24Choitanya,Thr M.h3bh3rnta p.272.

2S Balbir Singh. Thr Cgecrprunl Frnrnrwgrk gf Irdion phjl9'gphy (Delhi: Macmill:uz Co. of India. 1976),
p.SO.

26 O.W. Kaveeshwar.!br E'hj"" gf 'br Gjl3 (Delhi: Moillol B:u=sidass. 1971). p. 173.

27 Biardeau regards this <pisode as a consecration (dllqa) for the battle with the SSUl7JS that Arjuna will
undertnke on behalf of the gods in ~a. Sh. notes that~ himself incorporates the ~tr/J and
brabm:uz powers through bis line of descent from Yadu. eldest SOn of Yayllti and Devaylini. daughter of
the brahmin Sultra. priest of the demons (and grand"daughter of Indra on her mother's side). The
brabmaiÏ1':lS is the power inhering in the pan: of the sacrificiol victim which is offered in the sacrifice.
The awesome extent of this power may be measured by the faet that it is equivolent to the paiupatlJ, the
instrument that "Itills" the sacrifice of Dalt:!a. Accordîng to Biardeau, this stocy refetS to the eosmic
dellth of the sacrifice itself, "amonstreO$ sacrifice. the end of:l!1 others. a cosmic funer:ù: equivolentto
the end of the world. a. "Etudes (V): p. IS4-6. Katz notes the death/rebirth strUctUre of this encounter
with the Jdr.Ila which she vicws as " sh:unanic initiation emphasizing the ascetic side of Arjuna's
"heroic" charaeter. Cf. Ruth Km.e.rilIml.pp, 90-104.

28 Choitanya.Thr MaMbbllrn'", pp. 203-204.

29 Crawford. Hjedy Etbica! Id... p.224•
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31 Described by Kr;na at VI.40IBG.18.34.

32 Crawford. Hindu Ftbiri\J Tdtjls p.224.

33 Sukthanknr. Mcnnjne orthe MnhilhbDoui' p.l07.

34 Neithor Dutyodbana nor his father can claim any measurc of personal autonomy. The di!!crcnce is that
the former .eemingly escapes the pain of moral con!liet (though not the pain of ddeat) while the latter
is subiect to rccutrent bouts of "fear and trcmb1ing".

3S Sukthanlc1r. ihill.. p. lOS.

36 Crawford. Hjndy Etbjçnl TdrnOS p. 129.

37lllil1.p.129-130.

38 K. Bhattacharyya. "The Statu. ofthe1ndividual: p. 319.

39 Nicolai Hartmann.:EIhig,. 3 '·ols. (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1951), vol. 3. "Moral Frcedcm: p.
116.

40 S.K. Bclvalltar. "The Bhagavad"gitll: A General Review of its Histoty and Charaetor: inDr Ol'rnC'!
Hrrirner pfJndj. 4 vols. cd•. Hatidas Bhatt:lcharyya ct al. (Calcutta: The Ram:ù:rishJla Mission Institute
of Culture. 1962). vot II. "Itill=.Pldl.tas. Dharma and other S3stras: p. 140•
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x- Conclusion

Thus we find that the quest for essential freedom leads the soul (jiviicm.aa) to
abandon its own self-identity in favour of a greater identit)' as puru~3 (spirit)
or iiCman (self). This puru~3 or iicm.aa is identified or associated in some
manner with a Supreme Person (puru~ottama; paramapuru~a) or a Supreme
Self (paramatman). While the status of this pUru~3 became an important
topic in later commentaries, the Mahabharata itself is not definitive as to
whether there is ultimatel)' only one or a multiplicity of puru~as (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 jïviicm.an or puru~a
associated with pra1qtJ.) to another (as puru~a disassociated from aU

determio.ations by pra1qtJ.) for what, at the beginning of this investigation, we
noted regarding the divergence of ideas about the role of puru~akâra and
daiva in the conduct of life.

This leads us back to the two distinct categories of learned op1l1lon
mentioned at XII.224.50-52-repeated at XII.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" (karmascbii) and, "those who
take their stand in the truth" (sacrvascbii), 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 (vi~ama= lit. "uneven") faced by those
who argue from the perspective of action. Even the ancient bards are
confused (mobita(1) about the mysterious course of action (gabanii karm3{lo

gati};1) (VI.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 a voluntary action, each of
which is liable to determination by karmic or alien forces, daiva (fate) or
batba (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 (XII.199.5-8):
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yatbii hyekarasii bhumiro~adhyâtmiinusariJ.l11

catbii karmiinugii buddhirantariitmiinudarsimll

jiiiinapürvodbhavii lipsii lipsapürvâbhisarp.dhitâ]

abhisarp.dhipürvalcarp. karmakarmam ülarp. tata..!J phalamll

phalam karmiitmalcam vidyarkarma jiieyatmalcarp. tatbâ]

jiieyarp.jiiiinâtmalcarp. vidyajjiiiinarp. sadasadatmalcamll

jiiiiniiniirp. ca phaliiniirp. ca jiieyiiniirp. karm:11J.iirp. tatbâ]

k~ayiinte tatphalarp. di vyarp. jiiiinarp. jiieyaprati$çhit=1I

"Just as plants in the sail are dependent on the one earth, the buddhi, with the
inner self as witness, ris dependent upon] the actions associated with it (i.e.
on past conduct). [Just as] the propensity ta act (abhisarp.dhitii) is bom of
past desire [and] desire (lipsâ) is bom of prior habits of thought
(jiiiinabhava), the fruit of action (phala) is rooted in action (karma), and
action in a prior propensity ta act. [In effect], the fruit is produced by the
action, action [arises] from knowledge (vid)'ii) which [in rom] is produced by
the intention (jiieya = lit. the abject of knowledge). The intention is made up
of concepts (jiiiina). [This] jiiiina is produced from knowledge (vidyâ)

consisting of truth and error. The destruction of [this chain of] actions.
intentions. results of action and concepts [leads ta] the establishment of that
divine fruit called the [true] abject of knowledge (i.e. Brahman)." The human
predicament thus arises as an effect of past conduct. producing a
"personality" with a tendency ta perpetuate these past patterns of conduct
into future cycles.

This also reveals what we have suspected all along. namely that puru$a.kara

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 al! his worldly wealth ta the
waywardness of a camel (XII.171.13):

yadi viipyupapadyera pauru$31p. niima karhicitl
anvi$)'am2t)aJ11 radapi daivam eviivati$çharell
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"If there should occur an)"thing that might be called exertion (p:wru;;a). on
being examined. it would. in facto turn out ta be destiny (d:Jiva)."

While these determinations ma)" intervene at an)' point in the cycle of action
(karmaJ].o gat!). those moved b)" desire for worldl)" gain naturally tend ta
focus on the daiv'"a of unforeseen or untoward events in the external social or
natural environments. As we have seen. Kr~lJ.a counts this form of d:Jiva
among the contributory causes involved in th~ furtheranc~ of human
purposes (VI.40/BG.l8.14). and Niirada wryl)" comments that (XII.318.9):

yoyamicchedyachakiim31p kiimiiaiüp t:ltr:ld:1pnuyiltj

yadi syannapariIdbïn31p puro;;asya .1criy.:ïpb:J1=1I

"Were it not that the results of action were governed by other circumstances
persans would obtain whatever abject they desired." The aging process and
other human calamities would be unknown (vv.37-40). Unlike NaraYaJ).a
(who is able ta fulfill his plans without the least impediment), the fruits of
our e.c.deavors do not always conform ta our desires (XII.337.90S*). Our
own control over nature appears ta be proportional ta the degree of control
we are able ta exercise over our own natures (XII.263.53):

vibayasa cag=an31p cachasaJPkalpatiirchatii\

dbarmaccbakrya cachayogadya caivaparamagati./111

"The powers (sakt!) gained by the practices of virtue and yoga enable one ta
roam the heavens at will, to realize al! one's purposes and ta attain the
highest state of existence." This is because the pralqti controlled from within
("own nature") is the smff of the world itself ("external nature"). However,
since power corrupts, there is an acute danger of inflation of the ego leading
ta an abuse of power and eventual destruction at the hands of the avariïra

(exemplified in the cases of Duryodhana, Jarastup.dha, Sisupala and other
epic charaeters).

From Manu's description, the ontY possibility of escape from this vicious
circle is by breaking the chain of causality. However this introduces
additional complications arising out of the conflieting vedic injunctions to
"perform action!" (kuro karma) and "abandon action!" (tyaja karma)
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respectively (cf. XII.233.1). For if the chain of action can be broken orny by
renouncing ail active social involvement (the nivrttidharma of th~ brahmin
salpnyiism). what are the prospects for the salvation of the k~auiya king. or
for anyone else cailed to active social duty (pravrttidharma)? This conflict is
greatly intensified in the case of Yudhi~~ira. when he finds himself forced
by circumstances (daiva) to exercise the most deadly force (da.IJ.çfa; hirp.sii)­

one of the most negative values of the vedic tradition - with ail the vigor
(puru~akiira; utcbiina. etc.) at his commando

The genius of the solution propc.spd by K~J:la in the Bhagavadgïtâ-namely
karmayoga and its higher amplification in the form of bhakti-is that
puru~akiirabecomes the halimark of successful endeavor that is no longer
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. Cosmicaily. the wodd and its
driving forces are no longer depreciated as a "fall" from the pristine
Consciousness but become objects of worship as the "wonders" (vibhiitis) cf
God's Creation (VI.32/BG.IO.19ff.). The model for the nivrttidharma of the
upani~adics3rp.nyiisù1 was the cosmic pralaya in which the processes of the
world are dissolved into the yogic quiescence from which they came. In the
ritual of entry into s3rp.nyiisa the brahmin aspirant formaily abandons the
world of action (karmabhiiml). Summarizing the analysis of Biardeau
Hiltebeitel describes how the. "one who performs this ceremony
symbolicaily renounces the three sacrificial fires and the three SaIp.sâric
wodds and enters into the enlarged universe in which there are four
additional worlds beyond those of the ordinazy 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'."l Human
activity (karma) and initiative (puru~iira) thus tended to be devalued. In
place of the external ritual of the sacrifice the sarp.nyiisù1 is enjoined to
perform a libation of bis senses and mind into the lIre that dwells in bis own
heart (XII.237.28).

But this pralaya mode! is abandoned by bbakti in favour of a new model of
salvation based on the creative phase of the cosmic cycle. Practically and
psychologically. the promise of mo.!qa is not only e.'Ctended te all members
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of society (including women) but may be realized at the heart of the most
abject activities, including the "reprehensible duties" (s\':ldharm:l

sapavade'pl) of a king (XII.32.22) and even the duties of a butcher
(III.198.20fL). By replacing the physical abandonment of actions
(karmasarpnyiisa) with actions (i.e. pr.nTttl) undertaken with an inner attitude
of renunciation (i.e. nÙTttl) the aspirant can have the best of both worlds.
The unconscious mind is graduaily purified of the atavistic pattern of
identifications (sarpskiiras) that fetter the human spirit (puru~a) to the causal
cycles of nature (praiq"rl). Puru~akiir:l is thereby rehabilitated in the vigor of
duties performed without self-involvement (nirmama; nirabarpkiïra)

(VI.24/BG.2.7l) and self-interest (na#karmyam) (VI.25/BG.3.4), dedicating
ail actions and fruits to K~.lJ.a (VI.2S/BG.3.30). Karmas:upnyJsa 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. XII.233.5-8). However karmasarpnyJsa must be closed
ta the k~triya king since it is opposed to bis svadharma as a warrior
(VI.2S/BG.3.35). It is also beyond the competence of a ra.jasic personality
such as Arjuna (VI.27/BG.5.5).

We must recognize, however, that while puru~akiira becomes a leading
virtue of the active life, and perfectly consistent with the quest for troe
freedom, it is clearly fated ta dissolve with the dissolution of the ego

(abalflkiira) and its sense of agency (kartrtva). In the h.8~ analysis. the
perspective of those who take their stand in action (karmaswii) is the
perspective of a puru~ particularized by a given body, mind, and intellect,
in short the perspective of the human personality (jïvatm3Jl) entangled in the
causal cycles of praJerti. However, the actions themselvesare no illusion (as
Sarp kara. asserts in bis Introduction ta SBG.5), since the world of bhakti is an
objectifica:ion of the Lord Himself, and He works tirelessly ta sustain it
(VI.2S/BG.3.22-23). On the other hand, the activities of the human
personality are troly "self"-determined (by the puru~a) only ta the extent that
the notion of "1 do" has been shed; that is ta say that the attitude of the agent
is nirabalflkiira - without the feeling that bis or her ac:tions are "mine"
(J1irmama).

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 Bbagavadgïta suggest that, ultimately, it is the Supreme
Divinity (puru~oCt;l111a) wbo is the agent. Wbile this is in line with the
cosmogony of the Divine Yoga, it does leave the twin issues of buman
responsibility and the starus of the vedic injunction very much in limbo.
Sarp.kara and Râmânuja both approach the issue in the context of their
respective theories about the relationship between the puru~a and the
puru~ottan:za. Arguing from the relative standpoint (vyavaharikasatya) in his
Brahmasütrabh~ya II.III.42 Sarp.kara reverts to the traditional mode of
thinking that the jNa is driven by a god. The major difference is that, in this
case, the god in question is the manifested form of the Lord (i.e. Ïsvara)
acting in accordance with the previous efforts (pürvaprayatna) of the jïva
itself: "for though agency (kartrtvam) is derived from ab ove, it is
nevertheless the jïva who reaily acts. As he acts sa also does Ïsvara.
furthermore, Ïsvara acts in accordance with [the jïva~] previous efforts
(pürvaprayatna), and He acts earlier in accordance with even earlier efforts.
Thus, since the satpsiira is beginningless (anadl) , this view is above
reproach."2 from the ultimate standpoint (paramiirrbikasacya), however, the
jïviicman and aU else are a product of the divine projection of the wcrld
which is maya.

In Snëha~a I.III.41 Râmânuja tao argues that the Lord is the source of aU
agency. However, more conscious of preserving the integrity of the vedic
injunctions he wishes ta salvage some responsibility for the individual by
falling back on his theory of qualified difference (visi§tadvaita). But though
the puru~a is independent (svatantra) of the Supreme Self and thus can act
on its own, it is still the latter who, by means of "grantïng permission"
(anumatidiit:lena) ta the jïviitman ta aet, must be allcwed the final say in the
matter. This idea of "anumatl"' is clearly inspired by VI.35IBG.13.22 which
reads:

upad~tiit:lumancaca bbartiibboktamabesvarapl

paramacmeti capyukto debe~minpuru~a./;1parapn

"The puru~a in this body is caUed the witness (upad~tii), the permitter
(anumantâ) , the sustainer, the enjoyer, the Great Lord and the paramatm~"3
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The initial direction of human development is thus towards a "freedom of
doing" made possible b)' increased self-control and insight into the truth
about the abject state of the embodied pUrU$3 UïViitman). But this
enlargemenr of vision also brings a progressive shift in self-identit)' and
sense of ageAcy from the characteristic "1 do" of ah:upkiiro ta the realization
that the real 'T' (the puru$a) is inherentl)' free of the prak(Cic encumbrances
of body, mind and intellect governed b)' natural causalit)'. Whether divine
particle (amsa) or divine totality, this puru$a is, in reality, the passive subject
of experience, the wirness (upadra$tif) and enjoyer (bboktif) of the cosmic
play of name and form. Embodied as the jïviitman, its task is ta dissociate
itself, that is ta say, ta sacrifice the ah:upkiiro 3.Ild ta offer the body as a pure
channel for the bigher divine agency expressed through it. This renun~ation

of attachment ta self-înterest (nïrah:upkiiro) brings the essential freedom of
mok$a.

True se1f-determination thus involves the mutation of the ego-bound
personality whose claim ta autonomy and freedom is ultimately founded on a
mïsconception of its own true nature. AU that may be claimed for the
freedom of one who takes his stand in action (karmastha) is a freedom-in­
bandage that reminds us very much of the "liberté seulement humaine" (only
human freedom) of Paul Ricoeur. Such a freedom necessarily fails short of
the ideallimit that lies beyond the limitations of space and time and the
frictions of matter, beyond al! particularity of existence and limitations of
knowledge. In the epic conte.xt such an ideal can only be realized by one who
takes bis or her stand in the truth (sattvastha) , that is ta say, by a selfthat no
longer identifies with the body-mind-intellect complex of personality (or
with Ricoeur's "incarnate cogito") but with the Grand Design of K!,~~a. It is
no longer the abaIp.kara that acts but the Lord who uses this body as His
instrument - nimittamiitI'a!p. bbava savyasiicin (VI.33/BG.ll.33). This is the
essential freedom (mOk$a) beyond identification with the causal system of
prakrti. From this bigher vision of liberation, the puru$a freely accepts the
determination of the Lord in the heart of ail beings, whose form of agency is
daiva.

From the perspective of the ab:upkara the course of action is a mystery
(gaba.na). since it moves from the necessities received from the past towards
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an uncertain future state determined by a mL" of individu'" and cosmic
forces. Here we sense the only too buman 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 abaIp.kara as the unity of pUr'Jp

and pra1q"ci. The Bbagavadgïta is, of course, quite clear in relating prakrci
with the realm of the involuntary. In contrast to Ricoeur's person, bowever,
the epic person is moved not so mucb by a will as by atavistic impulses
(kiima; lcrodha etc.) modulated by a power of insigbt (viveka) into the nature
of the puru~a and its human predicament. Wbile not directly the actaI', the
witnessing puru~a is nevertbeless the cacalycic agent of buman activity in
proportion ta the visionary insigbt sparked in the buddhi. This buddhi
progressively reins in the runaway borses of the passions, producing more
sattvïc modes of bebavior and a sbift in the focus of anention from mundane
striving (puru~akara) ta the quest for liberation (.mu.muk~u). In sum, the epic
personality is a mental fiction that dissolves in the visionary insigbt, together
with the cycle of desire (lips§.; kiima), propensity ta act (abhiSaIp.dhiCâ.),
action (karma) and fruit (phala) that fuels the eternal round of hu.man
initiative (purupkiira).

Here, tao, the parallel with Ricoeur is instructive. The complexities involved
in the movement from éecision, ta .move.ment. and finaily ta consent ta the
conditions of absolute necessity in human life (his equivale.o.t of daiva)

reveal a hierarchy of freedoms based on the reciprocity of the volumary and
the involuntary, action and condition for action." "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 ta a
necessity-remembering that it is the same will which is considered
successively from different points of view: the point of view of legiti.macy,
of efficacy, and of patience."s And do not our epic characters, tao, enjoy
these contingent freedoms? They enjoy a "freedom of choice" in which they
are motivated (that is to say conditioned, determined, circumscribed) hy the
horizon of reasons and values represented by their svadharma; they exhibit a
"freedom of move.ment" (or of doing) in which they are governed hy the
limits of their various capacities as human beings; and they are urged ta a
"freedom of consent" by which they can (pote.o.tially at least) say a final
"yes" to the karma received from the past in the forro of charaeter (Sila), the
unconscious tendencies of the mind (VâSana; sarp.skiira), and "the necessity
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that comes from living in a particular place. being born on a particular da)'," •
(rendered by the absolute karmic necessities of jati - bïrth, ayus - length
of life and bboga - our preordained quanta of pleasure and pain). Each
stage is marked by a polarity of acti...ity 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 Yudhi~P1ira'sdecision to participate in the dice gaIne and of
Siva playing dice with Piirvatî at I.189.14ff. (dice being the symbol of Daiva

par e.ycellence). Human effort itself (puru~a.k:ira) is a measure of the
resistance of self and wodd that must be overcome. The ebb and flow of :ill

aspects of life are both willed and endured; we are ail "fated" to act from
given conditions.

Ricoeur also makes the important further point that this ocly human freedom
"responds to the no of condition with the no of refusal....In effect. wbat we
refuse, is always, in the last analysis, the limitation of character, the shadows
of the unconscious, and the contingence of life."8 Whether in the form of
surrender or a Promethean defiance; "At the core of refusal is defiance and
defiance is the fault. To refuse necessity from below is to defy
Transcendence. l have to discover the Wholly Other which at first repels me.
Here lies the most fundamental choice of philosophy: either God or 1."9 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
is 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; XI.63.18-39). 10

Of course we must be careful not to carry these parailels too far in view of
the obvious differences between the epic abaJp.kira and Ricoeur's cogito
(which is no mental fiction but the prime darom of consciousness). In
particular, his notion of consent falls far short of the bbakti transformation of
human agency and identity. yet he sees no possibility of its achievement.
"Who can say yes to the end, without reservations? Suffering and evil.
respeeted in thei!" own shocking mystery, protected agaïnst degradation into a
problem. lie in our way as the impossibility of saying an unreserved yes to
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cbaracter, the unconscious, and life and of transforming the sorrow of the
finite, the indefinite, and of contingence l'erfectly into joy."ll But tbis is
precisely the acbievement of the sattvasthiiwbo, 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 puru~akiira and extrahuman agencies such as daiva
or batba can only be reconciled in the light of tbis quantum shift of self­
identity that takes place at the vanishing point of the abarp.kiira. This
(symbolic) death of the I-center is the prelude to a new rebirtb in which the
play (mil) of the sense objects ceases to evoke the incessant demand to "be
mine" (ma.llla). No longer directed to filling a lack, human striving
(puru~akiira) gets transformed into a plenitude of divine energy which may
be viewed as the DaivaWii of Kr~aplaying in the world through the flute of
the human body. Seen from the macrocosmic perspective of the mythology,
the combinations of puru~a and praJqti follow the Supreme Spirit
(paramapuru~a)through His triple forms (states) as Brahma - creator of the
cosmic abaJP.kiira and Lord of pravrtti, Vi~.Q.u - supporter of tbis process in
time, and Siva - who returns the process to a state of quiescence = nivrtti.
The gulf that separates the karmastbii from the sattvasthii is thus a gulf
between rwo views of the universe and human nature according as the
movement is towards pravrtti or towards nivrtti. This, in tum, constitutes the
basis for two views of self-identity and human agency. Limited by their own
confusions, the karmastbii can only struggle towards the limits of their "only
human freedom;" while the sattVasthii abandon tbis useless struggle for the
greater freedom that comes from (freely) cOJlSenting to the part they are
given to play in the divine drama of the world.

This dichotomy of view is aiso reflected in the two distinct connotations of
the word given to the term daiva in the epic, the first constituting a mark of
self-centerdness, the ether based on the crue state of things (sac). From the
self-centered perspective of the abaJP.kiira, the term is typically used to
express the sense of pewerlessness that emerges as a result of untoward
reversais of fortune. The daiva (with a small d) that continually thWart5 the
cherished hopes and plans of kingD~provides an eloquent example
of someone who falls victim to his all-too-human attachments. On the ether
hand, the cosmic Time referred to by the various sages and reformed demons
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met with in the Santiparva (Bali. Namuchi. Vrtra etc.) points to a
transcendent D2iva (with a capital D) that goverons 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" (samadari'ina). that is to say as an
expression of the one cosmic power of D2i.va. Under these conditions the
only course is to align oneself - like Arjuna after the divine theophany in
the eleventh chapter of the Œta - 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
satpsara.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 D2iva human self-determination is reduced to a
groundless phantom. This is Rartmann's antÏD.omy of providence in which
the ethos of man "is annjhilated. his will paralyzed. Ail initiative, aU setting
up and pursuit of ends is transferred to God....In this way the finalistic
determinism of divine providence abolishes ethical freedom. But if 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, a tension that could only intensify with the bbakti 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
varr;zasr-àmadbarma against the world-denying tendencies of the upani~adic

SaJ'!Ulyasa. Ruman life is exalted when the individual is made accountable for
transgressions against svadbarma. the complex system of religious duties and
obligations to which he or she is subject. Without the human power to effeet
results. says Yudhi~(III.3225-27). there would be no reason why the !1i
or anyone else should follow the dharma. Age-old prescriptions regarding
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lapas; brabmaciizya; yajiia; sviidhyiiya; diina; and iirjavam would go down as
the greatest hoa:" of al! time (vipra.!ambhiilyanla). And Draupadi concurs that
human advancement must depend on freedom of choice (III.33.23-24):

manasiirthiinvinik~itya paSciitpriipnoti karm~à]

buddhipiirvaIp. syayaIp. dhiral;l puru~astatra kiira.{lam!1

saIp.khyiiturp. naiva sakyiini karmiiJ;ùpuru~lU1abhal
agiiranagard{liirp. hi siddhiiJ puru~abaitukzll

"One first makes up one's mind on what one wants ta do and then acts on it.
Endowed with reason (dhira). the man himse1f is responsible (kifraIfa =
cause) for what follows, based onprior deliberation (buddhipiirVa). While it
is not possible ta provide an e.xact accounting of the [chain of] acts involved,
domestic and sccial progress are the result of human choice." Tbis echoes
the oft-repeated daim (e.g. at V.130.15-16; XII.92.6; XII.139.7), a1ready
noted on page 142, that it is the conduct of the king that determines the
conditions of the time (kiUa) and the different ages of the world (yuga).

Here we find another instance of this antinomy of providence. What may be
trUe for a wodd of human agents is hardly consistent with a mythology of
yuga determined by the strictest periodicities of time. But are we asking tao
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
ta the point where no one is responsible for the great carnage of the
battle, at other times however it isDh~ or Duryodhana, or even
Yudbighira who bear the burden of the catastrophe. The intervention of
the avatiira, invariably set at the meeting point of two yuga, is
necessarily a product of inexorable daiva wbich any attempt ta avoid
would be useless. If on the other hand, we cake the point of view of the
king who, by bis 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 raIe of the king is ta tum it ta the advantage of bis
kingdom. When the epic narrative is set at the meeting point of two
yuga it is the fust perspective that prevails. When on the other hand,
attention is centered on the war ta 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 doubk
m)'th to keep these two types of causality together whatever difficult)"
we mighthave - conceptual once again - of thinking them together. 14

Biardeau traces these two perspectives to her 'I,iew of the Mahübharata as a
"double myth" - a ro)'al myth to justif)' the acts of the king (who makes the
yuga) that is modelled on the traditional myths of the avatiir.l (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 :mtithetical
views of self-identity discussed ab ove. It is to these two forms of self­
identity exemplified by the karmascba and the sattvascbü. that the ultimate
source of this dichotomy of opinion on the subject of human agency must be
traced. The antinomy is solved by Sarp.kara b)' losing humanity and the
world to the divine illusion (maya""). In his view. human beings (jiY"3.) are
fictional self-identities performing unreal activities out of attachment for the
objects. emotional states and ideas about a world that never reall)' was.
Commenting on VI.37/BG.15.7 he writes: "'Myself (marna): that is to sa)' a
spark. i.e. a portion. of Myself. i.e. the paramatman. Nara)'lU).a. manifests as
the eternal. i.e. age-old embodied soul (jïvabbùta) injïvaloka. i.e. in sarpsiira

as the doer (kaIt!") and the enjoyer (bboker). 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 but
remains as it is in itself. Or. it is like the space (akiiSa) in a jar which is
limited by the form (upiidbl) of the jar. On the destrUction of the jar this
portion (:upsa) of space becomes one with (infinite) space and does not
return" (SBG.15.7).tS

Ramanuja. on the other hand. seeks to save the world and its karma with a
Divine Power that "pennits" the self-centered activity of real individual
entities until the proper order of things (which is the dbarma) deteriorates to
the point at which the Divinity is forced once more to intervene. in the form
of the avatiira. to destroy the perpetrators of social chaos (adbarma) 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 paramapuru~a(or paramatman; ÏSvara). the individual
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souls or puru~as. and the material evolutes of pralq"ti. A living being is a real
composite of soul and body involved in a real cycle of change. "This pralqti.
active from time immemorial. having evolved into a field of experience
(k~etra). and being in association with the pUru~a. becomes the cause of the
bondage (of the puru~a) through its own modifications such as desire and
aversion (icchiidve~au). This (same pralq'a). through other modifications
such as humility (amiinitvam) etc.. becomes the cause of salvation
(apavarga) of the puru$a" (RGB.13.19).16

Biardeau is probably correct in her view that the epic author would have
tended to see this issue in the conte.'Ct 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 j<;- born out by the stirring e.'Chortation of the Bhiiratasa:vitrï (the
"Essence of the Bhiirata") with which the epic concludes-clearly designed
to galvanize the nameless multitudes tra"elling his vision of the great human
journey (XVIII.5.47-50):

matapitrsahasrfu;ùpucradarasat;ïnical

saJPsare~anubhiitiini yantiJ'iiSyanti caparell

h~aschiina sahasriini bhayaschiina satiini cal
divase divase muljham avisa.o.ti.na p3.(2ljitamll

urdhvabiihur viraumye$a.na cakaScicchpJ.0timel

dharmadarchaSca kiimaSca sa kim. archa.na se~ell

.na jatu kiimiin.na bhayan.aa lobhad

dharmaJP tyajejjivitasyapihetolJl

.aityo dbarmalJ sukbadulJkbe r:vanitye
jïvo .aityo beturasya tva.aityalJlI

"Thousands of mothers and f3thers, and hundreds of sons and wives come
and go in this world. Others too (will sïmilarly come and go in the future).
There are thousands of occasions for joy and hu.adreds of occasions for fear.
These come day after day to the ignorant but never to the wise. With uplifted
arms l cry aloud but nobody hears me. Dharma is the foundation for archa
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and kiima. 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 jiva is
eternal but its cause [Le. ignorance] is not eternal."

1 AltHiltebeitel.Ibr Rjront of Rgrrtr. p. lIS.

2 p:Jdy:1ere'pi bi kllf<!t'Ve bt"tyev:l Jl'" 1kUn":lllc:un bi umis,..,...h J:OrJ)..ti 1 .pie.
pDrv:lpr:Jy:JCll:J11l'pe.1J:~edifniIl/IkiIr:l)..ti pDn"t:lr:Jl/I c. pt".)"Cll:J11l'pek~.. pOn":lJll.kiIr:l)..dicyniIdi"·iIC­
sOl/l~ety:Ul'v:ldynm 1

3 ln disc:ussing the ccmpexities of the Hindu dhnrma Paul Hacl:er obset"\'es thae: "Der Hindu·Theismus hac
sich zwnr aur verschiedene Woise bemUhc. dem hochscen Goer einen EW1uss auf das Knrmnngeschehen
einzur:>umen. Aber so wenig wie der Hindu in der Lage wnr. den Dhnrma I:onsequenc als Willen Gones:cu
verseehen, ebensowenig I:onnce er die Auswiri:ung des gecanen oder verfeh1cen Dhnrma nls Belohnung oder
Bestrnrung von Verdi= oder Schuld auffussen. Die RoUe des hochsten Go"es in dem Mechnnismus der
Dhnrma·Adhnrma"Kausnlit:ic blieb die cines eigenI1ich encbchrlichen Aufsehers." rHindu theism has
soughC in various ways to find a place for the highest God co influence the process of I:nrma. Buc ic was as
difficult for the Hindu to conceive of the dhnrma as the Will of God as it was to imagine the consequences
of dhnrmic or adhnrmic aets as reward for merlt or punishment for sin. ln praetice, the rolc of the highest
God in the causa! mechnnics of dhnrmn·adhnrma remained thac of a virtually dispensable supervisor"). See
Paul Hacl:er, "Dhnrma im Hinduismus: in Hacl:er's Klrine Sehëfign (Wiesbaden: F= Steiner Verlag
Gmbh., 1978), p. 506.

4 P:lul Ricoeur. furdom ,!pd NaNC:- The: VotvQÇnry nnd thr InvolvQtPcr. tr:U1S•• with an Introduction by
Erazim V. Kohni: (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1966).

5 Illis1, p. 341.

6 Paul Ricoeur, "The Unity of the Voluncacy and the Invo1uncacy as a Limiting Idea", in The phjlosgphv gf
paUl Rjcoeyr gD pnrhoJogy of b;:'i wgrk. eds. Ch:lr'les E. Reagu ud D:lvid Stew3tt (Boston: Be:lcon Press,
1978), p. 16.

7 Illis1, po 19.

8 Ricoeur, Emdgm and No!y~ p.463.

9 Illis1,p. 477.

10 Ricoeur's view is that ultimace consent llIlm pass through chis stage of refusa! as one of [wo "Copernican
revolutions." In. bis introduction to E'3'aJom and Nprnrr, Rieoeur's tr:tn.sl:ltor writes th;at: "While the firn
Copernican revolution won the Cogico by placing man nt the center of the universe, the noce of ador:Jtion
mni:es consent possible by replacing manwith Transcendence as the cencer of reality. Only because the fltst
revo1uti"" won the Cogico can the second revo1ution be a consent rather than a surrender: cr. Erazim V.
Kohâl<, "he Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur: inillisl, p. xxviii.

lllllisl. p.479-480.

12 Ruth KlItt would appear co be in substantia! agreement. However. sbe = the issue in lighC of the
decline of the yuga, the onset of the .1J::lL(yuga being the signal for a transition from the "heroic" co more
"hum.,," modes of conduet. Human effon: and face worlt. in h:umony with ..ch other at both the heroic and
devotional1evels of interpreccnion, the former giving the priority to effon: the latter co !ace. "Ar. the heroic
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level, tbcre is no doubt tbat effort will succeed: btc and effort will not be in opposition to one :ulotber. At
the human level, the K:ili)'"uga represents the interference of fatc," Cf. Ariung in the; '\'ahilhhitf'j'!Ii', p. 179.
From the tr:uUeendent pe""peetive of the K;'$\l3 theophany of VI.33/B.G.II.32 she notes th3t: "The fate­
effort opposition of the humanlevel is thus tr:uUcended in f3vor of a fuller recognition of f3te." lhill. p. 228.
This is the devotional mode in which...the significance of all aetions talte" tbreughout the M3babbor:Il.:J is
altered r:adically: action is no longer seen as something upart irem !:lte or opposed tO !:lte: fate is supreme.
but action harrnonizes with it to fulfill the M3b.:Jbbllr.ltaSp3r3doxical conception of united fate and effort 3S

the companents of sueeess: lhill. p. 234. The way to tr:u1Seendence. whether along the p3th of knowledge
or the p3th of devotion to Krs"a. thus involves a devaluation of the ego and its efforts. "C1early. in
underrating the role of the indh"idual ego. both [i.e. pnths) underrate the role of indh"idual
nccomplishment: Cf. lhill. p. 227.

13Nicoln.i Hnrtmnnn. Etbics III p. 267.

14 Biardeau. "Etudes V" p. 87-88.

15 lDnm3 ici Il lDnm3 ev:> paramlltmanall nlTt-.lya(>3S)'lI :upsall bbiTgal> avayaVal> ek:Idesall ici an.:JrtboTn=
Jlv:J101<e JlvoTn;Tn1 Job S.:JJ1lsifre jiv:2bbOtall brtif bbol<tX ici pt:JSiddball san:T=all c:ir:ul=all yalbiT
jaJ3S0ryaJ:.all sOtyÏÜ1lsall jaJanimit<iIpiTye sa""""e"" garv;r na Iliv:uure t ...:liva lItmanlT gaceb.:Jci ewmev:>
yalb:T viT gb.~dyaplTdbiptJticebinnall gb3~dyilJ:aSD.h iU::TS:ItpsD.h san gb.~dinimit<iIpiIyeiU::TS:up pr-Jpya n.
mV3rt.:Jce itye= 1 For more inform3tion on $:u;ù<:lr:l's conception of human n3ture see Paul H3cker.
Kleine :'cbtiftec (Wiesb3den: Franz Steiner Verl3g Gmbh•• 1978), "$:u;ù<:J.r:l·s Conception of Man", pp.
242"251.

16 lPuruse(la s:up~ iyam aniTdikaJiTprovrtt:T qctr'.1I:l!r:lptJti(lat:T proJqti!: swvil<ifr:Iijl ict:biTdveslTdibbi!:
purus3S)'ll b311db3becu!: bbav:>ci. S3 ev:> nmiIllicvidibbJ.·!: swvil<ifr:Iijl puruS''''Y'Jpa~3becu!: bb.v:>ci
iey:utballil
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