
Ethics and Dialogue in the Mahabharata



The Mahabharata
• Composed between 400 BCE and 400 CE
• The longest poem in the world
• Characteristics: complexity, diversity, multi-vocality 
• Core ideas include dharma (law, obligation, duty), moksha (spiritual liberation), 
bhakti (devotion), and yoga (discipline)



• ‘maha’: great
• ‘bharata’: people of India
• Mahābhārata: the great story 
about the history of the Indian 
people 
• a family rivalry
• a battle for the throne
• a civil war
• gods vs. demons
• good vs. evil
• an inquiry into dharma and 
ethics

What is the Mahabharata?

‘Whatever is here may be 
found elsewhere, but what is 
absent from here does not 
exist anywhere’



• drama
• poetry
• dance
• film
• television
• comic 

books
• novels

The Mahabharata today



Fun ways to learn the Mahābhārata

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gUYn1tlTNNY

https://www.youtube.com/wa

tch?v=EENh1hxkD6E

http://mahabharatapodcast.blogspot.co.uk

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B003DZ1G0W?keywords=m
ahabharata%20comic%20books&qid=1444948017&ref_=sr_1_1&sr
=8-1

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gUYn1tlTNNY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EENh1hxkD6E
http://mahabharatapodcast.blogspot.co.uk
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B003DZ1G0W?keywords=mahabharata comic books&qid=1444948017&ref_=sr_1_1&sr=8-1


• dialogue as framing the text
• dialogue as the main action within the text
• embedded dialogues in substories reflect back on dialogues in main story

The Mahābhārata through the lenses of dialogue 



• Bhishma’s vow
• Draupadi’s marriage
• Yudhistṭhira’s decision 
• Draupadi’s question
• Arjuna’s hesitation
• Yudhisthira’s remorse
• Krishna and the death of god

They are situations in which a 
choice must be made between two 
or more courses of actions, where 
there is no clear answer to which 
course of actions is more correct, 
and where the situation remains 
in some sense unresolved. 
According to Motilal, most moral 
dilemmas are ‘unresolvable’

(1989: xi)

Dialogues that explore 
moral questions and 
their consequences 



1. Bhishma’s vow

• son of King Shantanu
• renounces the throne 

so his father could 
remarry

• as a consequence, 
there is no clear heir to 
the throne

• is the grandfather of 
both the Pandavas and 
Kauravas

• is the leader of the 
Kaurava army

• is the teacher of 
Yudisthira after the 
war



• Bhīṣṃa undertakes vow 
because of father’s 
despondence

• but his father lies to him! 
• Śaṃtanu lusts after 
Satyavatī, but tells Bhīṣma 
he merely wants to 
protect the lineage

• Śaṃtanu makes 
argument that one son is 
not enough

• Bhīṣṃa’s vow is directly 
or indirectly challenged 
on many several 
occasions

• the question of his vow 
(whether it was right to 
keep it or not) hovers 
over the remainder of the 
story

1a. What is the vow for?





1b. Satyavatī challenges the vow • Satyavatī pleas with 
Bhīṣma to have children 
with the widowed queens 
and be consecrated as the 
king 

• Satyavatī appeals to 
dharma

• Bhīṣma calls Satyavatī 
mother

• Bhīṣma renews his vow
• Satyavatī invokes 

apaddharma (the dharma 
in times of distress) 

• frames choice as between 
action vs. inaction



1c. Krishna and Arjuna

• Arjuna’s dilemma: keep vow or spare his brother’s life
• Story of Kauśika: sometimes vows and the truth can kill innocent people
• Kṛṣṇa persuades Arjuna to give up is vow to save his brother



2. Draupadī’s 
Marriage

• born from the fire
• goddess of the earth
• incarnation of the 

Goddess Shri
• the wife of the 5 

Pandavas

Draupadī’s dilemma: How 
can all five Pandavas marry 
the same woman?
• Draupadī’s marriage poses 

a question that involves 
several explanation

• The text seems uneasy 
about Draupadī’s marriage



• Vyāsa recounts a story about a sage’s 
daughter who had asked Śiva five times 
for a husband (1.157)

• As a consequence, Śiva gives her five 
husbands in her next birth. 

• Vyāsa then reveals that this young woman 
was Draupadī in a previous life

2a. Karma: consequence of 
actions in a past life



2b. 
Dharma: 
duty to 
their 
mother

•Kuntī, thinking that they had just returned from gathering 
alms, responds: ‘You share that equally’ (1.182.2)

• Kuntī does not want her words to be false, yet she is also 
concerned about her future daughter-in-law committing 
an act that goes against dharma



2c. the subtleties of dharma

•Yudhiṣṭhira: ‘The Law is subtle, great king, and we do not 
know its course. We follow one after the other the path that 
was traveled by the Ancient. My voice does not tell a lie, nor 
does my mind dwell on lawlessness! Thus our mother 
spoke, and this is my own desire’ (1.187.30*)

•Yudhiṣṭhira: ’My 
voice does not tell 
a lie, nor does my 
mind dwell on 
lawlessness! As 
my thoughts fair 
it, it cannot be a 
breach of Law at 
all!’ (1.188.12-13)



Vyāsa then gives Drupada another 
explanation, which also involves 
the god Śiva. In this story (1.189.1-
39) Indra declares himself king of 
the gods, but as a punishment for 
his arrogance and lack of 
deference, Śiva condemns him and 
four other Indras to be born as 
humans, with the manifestation of 
the goddess Śrī as their wife. At the 
end of the story, Vyāsa grants 
Drupada the divine eye, with which 
he sees the Pāṇḍavas as the five 
Indras and his daughter Draupadī 
as Śrī

2d. Collateral 
damage of the 
dramas of gods and 
goddesses



2e. fate

•Drupada: ‘What has 
been ordained cannot 
be undone. And this 
indeed is the 
ordinance set’ 
(1.190.1). 

•He then cites the story 
of the maiden, but then 
places responsibility 
on the gods, with a hint 
of doubt remaining in 
his own mind: ‘As 
Saṃkara has ordained 
it so, Whether lawful 
or lawless, I bear no 
guilt’ (1.190.4).



2f. adharma: not 
morally justified

• Much of the abuse Draupadī 
suffers throughout the 
remainder of the story is 
justified on the basis of her 
being a ‘loose’ woman 
because of her marriage to 
five men

• Karṇa calls her a whore in 
front of the entire court

• And one of the major 
justifications for the war is to 
avenge the mistreatment of 
Draupadi after the dicing 
match 



Three types 

of yoga 

• jñāna yoga

(yoga of 

knowledge)

• bhakti 

yoga (yoga 

of 

devotion)

• karma 

yoga (yoga 

of actions)

3. Arjuna’s hesitation



3a. Arjuna and Kṛṣṇa on the eve of battle

‘So perform action which is 
restrained, for this action is 
better than non-action; and even 
the working of your body would 
not succeed without action’ (3.4-
8).

• Caste dharma or family dharma?
• God’s will or human agency? 
• Violence or Non-violence?
• War or Peace?

• What is Arjuna’s hesitation?
• To what extent does Kṛṣṇa 

convince Arjuna?
• Is the Gita really a dilemma?



3b. Arjuna and Kṛṣṇa 
during the war

• In the Karna Parvan, just 
before the climatic episodes 
when both Duḥśāsana and 
Karṇa are killed

• extended dialogue between 
Kṛṣṇa, Arjuna, and 
Yudhiṣṭhira

• Arjuna is confronted with a 
dilemma between keeping 
his vow or saving his 
brother’s life

• Kṛṣṇa extols the virtues of 
non-violence, saying that it 
is ‘infinitely better not to 
destroy life … One can speak 
false words, but one should 
never kill in any way at all’ 

• fighting and killing cannot 
be justified in all 
circumstances



3c. The Anu Gita: renunciation
• Arjuna asks to hear Kṛṣṇa’s 

teaching again
• the Anu Gita contains many 

layers of embedded 
dialogues 

• in one, two warriors are 
instructed to give up 
violence and become 
renouncers

• in another, Brahmā teaches 
that non-harm (ahiṃsa) is 
the greatest dharma and 
that violence is the essence 
of adharma

• in what Herman Tieken 
suggests (2009: 216) is an 
overt rejection of the 
teachings of the Bhagavad 
Gītā – Brahmā says that 
‘some dull persons praise 
karma’ (Chapter 36, p. 201).



Moral Questions

• ultimately unresolved

• multiple explanations

• different dilemmas 

are dialectically related 

to other dilemmas

• ‘Every dialogue picks 

up on a debate that is 

already going on, while 

in each case there are 

unresolved issues that 

will be further explored 

in another dialogue’

• contextual reasoning

‘Everything then is a matter of situational thinking and contextual reasoning. 
Whether one value overrides or is reconciled with another cannot be decided before 
hand’ (Bhargava 2010: 112)


