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There is much more to the Mahabharata than its core and subsidiary narratives,
for a signi cant portion of this great work consists of passages of religious, ethi-
cal and ritual instruction that is more or less tangential to its main story. For this
reason we nd that most of the abbreviated versions of the text, and the repre-
sentations purveyed by drama, dance, television and lm ignore this signi cant
element of theMahabharata’s content.

Below is a broad survey of the didactic material contained within the Mahab-
harata. The Mahabharata is such an extensive work that it is not really possible
for a relatively short survey of material to do justice to the richness of the subject
areawe are considering. It is alsoworthnoting that this additionalmaterial comes
both in the form of stories such as ‘Savitri and Satyavan’ or ‘Nala and Damayanti’
or again the ‘The Birth of Karttikeya’ and then as direct teachings on ethics and
philosophy delivered by sages and holy men or by one of the leading characters,
mostly notably by Bhishma the grandfather.

The telling of stories and the imparting of religious instruction appears in the
Mahabharata in two ways. Throughout the course of the central narrative there
are constant interjections in which conversations take place between the princi-
pal characters, usually the Pandavas, and learned sages and teachers. For a num-
ber of chapters the narrative is then suspended and stories are told or religious
teachings presented. Here is a list of some of the stories that appear in the Ma-
habharata; this list is illustrative rather than exhaustive and there are many other
instructive tales told that are not mentioned here for reasons of space:

1. TheStoryof Shakuntala andDushmanta and thebirthof their sonBharata.
2. The Story of Kacha, Shukra and Devayani.
3. The Story of Yayati and Devayani.
4. The Story of the con ict between Vishvamitra and Vasishtha.
5. A description of the assembly halls of the gods.
6. The Story of Nala and Damayanti.
7. The Story of Agastya.
8. The Story of the Descent of the Ganga to Earth.
9. The Story of Rishyashringa.
10. The Story of Parashu-Rama.
11. The Story of Chyavana and Sukanya.
12. The Story of Ashtavakra.
13. The Story of the Birth of Karttikeya.
14. An Abbreviated Version of the Story of the Ramayana.
15. The Story of Savitri and Satyavan.
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16. The Story of Indra’s Sin and his Release from Sin.
17. The Story of Galava, Garuda and Yayati.
18. The Story of the Origin of Death.
19. Narada’s Account of the Great Kings of the Past.
20. The Story of Shiva’s Destruction of the Three Cities (Tripura).
21. The Story of King Rantideva.

Here is a list of some of the passages of religious teaching that punctuate the nar-
rative. Again the list is illustrative rather than comprehensive:

1. A description of holy places (tirthas) and themerit achieved by visiting
them

2. Draupadi’s teachings on a woman’s dharma.
3. Maitreya’s extensive teachings on theposition of Vishnu as the Supreme

Deity and other topics as well.
4. Yudhishthira’s teachings on dharma to free his brothers from a Yaksha

and from a serpent.
5. Vidura’s teachings on morality—the Vidura-Niti.
6. Sanat-Sujata’s teachings on religious philosophy.
7. The Bhagavad Gita instructed by Krishna
8. Sanjay’s account of the geography of the world and of past kings.
9. Bhishma’s teachings on the descent of avatars.
10. Vyasa’s teachings on the divine nature of Shiva.
11. Krishna’s teachings on the true nature of dharma.
12. A description of the holy tirthas along the banks of the Saraswati.

When the battle is over, however, when Duryodhana is nally slain and his death
has been avenged by Ashvatthaman through his attack on the Pandava camp, the
story is completely suspended. In the Shanti,Anushasana andAshvamedhika Par-
vans (Books 12, 13 and 14) the story is hardly taken forward at all and instead we
have a huge block of religious teachings that covers an incredible range of topics.
The principal speaker here is Bhishmawho is still lying on the eld of battle, mor-
tally wounded and awaiting an auspicious moment to die. With the battle over,
Yudhishthira repeatedly questions his grandfather and listens to the innumerable
discourses that are then presented to him. This section of the text contains al-
most ve hundred chapters and constitutes about one third of theMahabharata’s
entire content. Bhishma’s teachings are divided into four sections:

1. The Raja Dharma
2. The Apad Dharma
3. TheMoksha Dharma
4. The Anushasana

The Raja Dharma teaching is actually begun by Vyasa before the Pandavas ap-
proach Bhishma and focuses primarily on the Kshatriya Dharma and the appro-
priate way for a king to rule his domain. These teachings typically contain stories
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of the lives of kings, which illustrate the point under discussion. Here we nd the
following topics considered along with many others:

1. Vyasa’s teachings on dharma and destiny to pacify the grieving Yud-
hishthira.

2. Bhishma’s teachingson the four varnas and the four stages of life (ashrams)
3. Kshatriya-dharma, the essential duties of a king
4. Respect for the Brahmins.
5. Appropriate forms of punishment.
6. How to appoint reliable ministers and advisors.
7. How to construct cities and fortresses.
8. The times to make war and to seek peace.
9. The e cient use of spies.
10. How to form battle arrays and command armies.
11. How to deal with the nobility, internal enemies and treason.
12. The need to protect the citizens of the kingdom.
13. How to act if one su fers a defeat.

The Apad Dharma literally refers to a king’s dharma during times of emergency,
when the rules that would generally govern his conduct are relaxed and he is per-
mitted to behave in a manner that would otherwise be regarded as adharmic. In
fact, apart from in the opening few chapters there is not that much di ference of
emphasis here from the teachings given under the heading of Raja Dharma:

1. How to acquire wealth and power.
2. The rules of taxation for the kingdom.
3. How to deal with enemies of di ferent types.
4. How to make alliances and when they should be broken.
5. How to deceive a rival over one’s intentions.
6. Who should be trusted and who should not.
7. Giving protection to the citizens.
8. The sword as a weapon of war.

After the teachings on kingship, at Yudhishthira’s request Bhishma then speaks
extensively on the subject of gainingmoksha, liberation from rebirth. This marks
a dramatic change of emphasis in the discourse away from the proper way to live
in this world towards a world-denying philosophy of renunciation and spiritual
absorption. This is a very important passage of teaching in terms of the develop-
ment of Hindu religious thought, containing as it does some of the earliest con-
siderations of the Samkhya and Yoga systems:

1. Renunciation of the world and indi ference to its changing fortunes.
2. Samkhya analysis of the soul and the elements of matter.
3. The practice of Yoga and meditation.
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4. Devotion to Vishnu/Narayana as the Supreme Deity.
5. Tolerance of misfortune; acceptance of destiny.

The Shanti Parvan (Book 12) is comprised of these three phases, 128 chapters on
Raja Dharma, 39 chapters on Apad Dharma and 186 on Moksha Dharma making
a total of 353 chapters for the Shanti Parvan as a whole. The Shanti Parvan is fol-
lowed by the Anushasana Parvan, literally the ‘Book of Instruction’, which follows
the same pattern of Bhishma giving teachings to Yudhishthira, although on oc-
casion he asks Krishna to speak on a subject on which he is not an expert. Here
the topics covered are far more wide ranging but the emphasis is more towards
the execution of religious ritual and the rules governing the working of society;
here the Mahabharata assumes something of the identity of a Dharma-shastra.
This list is by no means complete, but here are some of the topics covered in the
Anushasana Parvan (Book 13):

1. Destiny and free will in the life of a person.
2. Respect, reverence and worship of the Brahmins.
3. The experience of sexual pleasure.
4. Devotion to Shiva, emotional loveof Shiva and the Shiva-sahasra-nama-

stotra, the one thousand names of Shiva (Krishna is the speaker of this
passage)

5. Bathing in sacred rivers.
6. Various types of charity and the rituals involved in giving charity.
7. Rules for marriage, dowry and inheritance.
8. Righteous acts such as digging wells and planting trees along roads.
9. Reverence for the cow and the worship of the cow.
10. The Shraddha rites for departed parents and ancestors
11. Religious vows, fasts and austerities.
12. Ahimsa and the great merit of a vegetarian diet
13. Rules for eating between di ferent castes and varnas
14. Pujas and the worship ofmurtis or sacred images
15. The Vishnu-sahasra-nama-stotra, the thousand names of Vishnu

At the end of the Anushasana Parvan, Bhishma’s words of instruction are nally
complete; he concludes by reasserting the need to show respect to Brahmins and
nally glori es Shri Krishna as the Supreme Deity present on earth. The sun has

nowmoved into its Uttarayana phase and as the time is now auspicious, Bhishma
chooses to depart from this world.

Yudhishthira, however, is still deeply troubled by the death and destruction he
regards himself as having caused and repeatedly condemns himself as a sinner
who will have to su fer for his misdeeds. Eventually Vyasa suggests that an Ash-
vamedha Yajña (a horse sacri ce) will atone for any sin he may have committed
and this ritual is the central topic for the next book, the Ashvamedhika Parvan
(Book 14). However, before the narrative resumes with an account of the cere-
mony, we have another 35 chapters of religious instruction. Here Arjuna informs
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Krishna that he cannot properly recall the instruction he received on the battle-
eld in the formof theBhagavadGita and asks for a short recapitulation. Krishna’s

response is known as the Anugita (literally Mini-Gita) and covers chapters 16, 17
and 18 of the Ashvamedhika Parvan, though Krishna’s entire discourse continues
up until Chapter 50. The content here is rather similar to the material contained
in Bhishma’s discourses in the Moksha Dharma section of the Shanti Parvan, be-
ing based primarily on the ideas of Samkhya philosophy and Yoga practice with
the aim of gaining liberation from rebirth in this world.

I have given here a fairly extensive outline of the di ferent passages of religious
teaching contained within the Mahabharata because I think it is important to
understand this additional feature of the work. Some writers have referred to the
Mahabharata as an ‘encyclopaedia’ of Indian religious thought and although this
term is not entirely satisfactory it does give some indication of its form and con-
tent. Quite obviously, it is impossible here to provide a complete analysis of all
these di ferent teachings—that would require several extensive volumes. How-
ever the Oxford Centre For Hindu Studies Online course on theMahabharata and
Ramayana does o fer further opportunity to consider three shorter passages to at
least get a avour of theMahabharata’s didactic content.

(From: Nick Sutton, The Mahabharata and Ramayana, Oxford Centre For Hindu
Studies, 2008)
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