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Introduction to the Module 

In this module we will make a broad study of the stories and characters represented in the 
Mahabharata and the Ramayana, and consider their religious teachings that are imparted by 
means of direct instruction, instructive incidents and role models. In both works stories are 
told of the descent of the Deity to earth and the conflict that ensues between good and evil. 
And yet these accounts are never one-dimensional, for there is a subtlety to the storytelling 
that makes these great works as relevant today as they have ever been, both for those who 
believe in the divinity of Rama and Krishna and indeed for all of us who are experiencing the 
exigencies of the human condition. It is said that the Mahabharata alone is the longest poem 
ever composed and its scale is truly daunting. Not only does it relate an extensive narrative 
tale, with twists, turns and numerous sub-plots, but it also contains passages of direct religious 
teachings that are considerably longer than all the major Upanishads put together. The best 
known of such passages is of course the Bhagavad Gita, which will be studied separately in 
a later module. The Ramayana is considerably shorter and is largely devoid of such overtly 
didactic passages, but it is nonetheless a work of vast proportions.

It is hence obvious that in a module as short as this one, we cannot hope to make a detailed 
study of all the nuances of the storytelling, characterisation and religious teaching. Our aim 
here is to provide a broad outline of the central narratives, an exploration of the principal 
themes and a consideration of the type of religion that these two works are revealing. These 
are very different texts from the rather austere presentations found in the Upanishads, for they 
teach primarily by telling stories of great events. As we shall see, the type of Hindu dharma 
they reveal is also rather different, for here we will encounter a Deity who is to be worshipped 
and has personal features, standing in notable contrast to the philosophical idea of brahman 
referred to in Upanishadic doctrines. And yet, as the Bhagavad Gita reveals, this Deity who 
plays the dominant role in both texts is in another sense wholly identical with the brahman 
referred to by the Upanishads as the single absolute reality.

Each of our modules is divided into seven areas of study, which should be taken in turn. In 
this module the topics for study will be as follows:

1. The structure and story of the Mahabharata. In this opening session we will look 
at the contents of the Mahabharata, which is divided into eighteen separate 
books, and consider a brief outline of the central narrative.

2. The main characters of the Mahabharata. In this session we will look at the 
Mahabharata’s principal characters, male and female, and consider the ways 
in which they provide religious and ethical instruction as positive and negative 
role models.

3. The religious teachings of the Mahabharata. In this session we will focus 
specifically on the Mahabharata’s presentation of Krishna as an earthly 
manifestation of the Supreme Deity and consider its exploration of the concept 
of dharma.

4. Passages of religious instruction in the Mahabharata. In addition to its complex 
narrative discourse, the Mahabharata includes extensive passages of religious 
instruction, the most famous of which is the Bhagavad Gita. In this session we 
will briefly consider a few of these passages and the religious teachings they 
offer.

5. The structure and story of the Ramayana. In this opening session we will briefly 
compare Valmiki’s Ramayana with Tulsidas’s Hindi version of the story. We will 
also consider the division of the Valmiki Ramayana into seven books and an 
outline of the central narrative.
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6. Religious issues in the Ramayana. In this session we will focus on the Ramayana’s 
presentation of Rama as an avatar of Narayana and consider its teachings on 
ethical conduct and adherence to the principles of dharma.

7. The main characters of the Ramayana. In this session we will look at the 
Ramayana’s principal characters, male and female, and consider the ways in 
which they provide religious and ethical instruction as positive and negative 
role models.

Recommended reading
The module itself will provide you with extensive background material on the Mahabharata 
and Ramayana as well as a number of passages from various translations and from background 
literature on the subject. If you have time for more extensive study it would be a good idea 
to read one of the versions available of the basic stories of the two texts. There is only one 
full English translation of the Mahabharata that has ever been completed. This is the version 
produced in the nineteenth century by Kisari Mohan Ganguli, a Bengali scholar. It is still in print 
and is available from Munshiram Manoharlal in Delhi, but it comes in twelve separate volumes 
and has a total of about 6,000 pages, reflecting the vast scale of the Sanskrit text. So if you want 
to read the Mahabharata, it might be a better idea to start with one of the summary versions 
listed below, bearing in mind that these all omit substantial passages of religious teachings 
found in the Sanskrit original.

The Valmiki Ramayana is less daunting in scale than the Mahabharata, but it is still a huge 
work and reading through a translation of the entire Sanskrit text is a major undertaking. There 
are a number of complete English translations available, but again it is probably more practical 
to commence with one of the summary versions listed below. And again for those who wish 
to pursue their studies in more depth or supplement the material included within the module, 
some further titles are recommended here, which discuss the ideas and teachings of either the 
Ramayana or Mahabharata.

• Dharma, K. (1999): Mahabharata. Torchlight Publications
• Dharma, K. (2000): Ramayana. Torchlight Publications
• Narayan, R.K. (1993): The Ramayana. Penguin
• Narayan, R.K. (2001): The Mahabharata. Penguin
• Rajagopalachari, C. (1979): Mahabharata. Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan
• Rajagopalachari, C. (1983): Ramayana. Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan
• Sutton, N. (2000): Religious Doctrines in the Mahabharata. Motilal Banarsidass

Of the above summaries of the Ramayana and Mahabharata, those of Krishna Dharma are more 
detailed and more extensive, whilst the versions produced by Rajagopalachari and R.K. Narayan 
are shorter and provide a more condensed outline of the central narratives. Nicholas Sutton’s 
book provides an extensive consideration of the main religious teachings of the Mahabharata, 
but the focus here is as much on the didactic passages as it is on the story itself.

All extracts from the Mahabharata, the Ramayana and the Bhagavad Gita appearing in the 
course material were translated by Nicholas Sutton.
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Understanding the Mahabharata, its ideas and its teachings
There are different ways in which the Mahabharata could be studied and some rather difficult 
choices inevitably have to be made.  The fact is that the Mahabharata is such an enormously 
extensive work that we could study it literally for years and still not reach an end of the topic. 
Hence for this module we have set some rather modest goals to achieve through the four 
sessions devoted to its study. These I would summarise as follows:

• Understanding the differing views on the date of its composition and its origins.
• Gaining knowledge of the structure of the Mahabharata, its division into eighteen 

separate books, or parvans, and a broad understanding of the contents of each 
of these books.

• Acquiring knowledge of an outline of the central narrative that sustains the 
Mahabharata in its entirety, and perhaps a lesser insight into some of the 
subplots to this main story.

• Understanding the scale of the vast array of didactic interludes contained within 
the body of the Mahabharata in which either one of the central characters 
(most notably Bhishma), or else a teacher of religion gives direct instruction on 
religious, ethical and philosophical themes.

• Gaining an insight into the main ideas that underlie the story that is told within 
the Mahabharata, and in particular its exploration of various interpretations of 
the notion of dharma.

• Understanding the theology of the Mahabharata (its revelation of the nature of 
God) that focuses on the enigmatic figure of Sri Krishna, the Supreme Deity who 
dominates and controls all the events.

• Gaining insight into the different human characters represented by the 
Mahabharata and an understanding of how these characterisations relate to 
the text’s ideas on dharma.

Some might suggest that in four relatively short sessions one cannot hope to do justice to 
a work on the scale of the Mahabharata, but I hope you feel at the end of your studies that 
you understand something about this wonderful text and the ideas it offers its readers and 
hearers.

What type of work is the Mahabharata?
Here is the opening paragraph of my own book on the Mahabharata, in which the genre of the 
text is discussed.

The Mahabharata is a huge monument of Hindu literature.  It is generally designated as an 
‘epic’ by Western writers along with the Ramayana of Valmiki, which is shorter, of a different 
style and does not contain the extensive didactic material that is such a notable feature 
of the Mahabharata.  In the West the term epic generally refers to a work which recounts 
heroic deeds and while this is undoubtedly true of the Mahabharata, within the Hindu 
tradition it is recognised primarily as a religious text with the status of scripture. It tells of 
the acts of Krishna, the Deity manifest on earth, it portrays the behaviour of the righteous 
and of the wicked and it contains numerous didactic passages, including the Bhagavad-
gita, expounding religious doctrines of various types. Therefore although the term epic is 
retained, the primary understanding of the text is as an authoritative religious literature of 
crucial significance to the Hindu tradition.
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When you have read through this short passage, write down your answers to the following 
questions and then read through the discussion that follows.

1. What is an epic?
2. Is this an appropriate designation for the Mahabharata?
3. What reasons does the passage give for accepting the Mahabharata as a religious scripture?

Discussion
1. The term epic is generally used to refer to an ancient tale of heroism and 

warfare.
2. In one sense it can be seen that the Mahabharata and the Ramayana are Indian 

epics because they both include accounts of heroic deeds performed by 
warriors.  However, one might also feel that the term does not do justice to the 
full scope of these works and in particular tends to minimise the importance of 
their identity as sacred texts and religious scriptures.

3. Three reasons are given as to why the Mahabharata should be regarded as 
scripture:
a. It tells of the acts of Krishna who is one of the main manifestations of God 

revered and worshipped by the Hindu tradition. 
b. Its characterisations provide positive and negative role models, which offer 

guidance as to the ideal mode of human conduct. 
c. Within the Mahabharata there are extensive passages of overtly religious 

teaching, including the Bhagavad Gita. And to these three one might also 
add the fact that the whole of the narrative structure rests on differing 
understandings of the concept of dharma, which is of course an essentially 
religious idea.

What is the Mahabharata about?
If then the Mahabharata is to be designated primarily as a religious scripture, and not just an 
epic story, what form of religion should we expect to find therein? The first point to note is that 
there is a notable distinction between the religious teachings of the Mahabharata and those 
we have encountered in the major Upanishads. This is firstly because in addition to the type 
of philosophical expositions offered by the Upanishads, the Mahabharata also uses stories and 
characterisations to present its message, and also because the type of religion it presents is 
rather different to that of the Upanishads. 

These stories from the Mahabharata, and the Ramayana as well, pervade Indian culture 
and form the basis of traditional dance, drama, storytelling and music.  Many young Hindus 
first hear them as small children from parents or grandparents, whereas the Upanishads have 
never been widely studied. Here also we encounter a personal God in the form of Krishna and 
are told that he will bless, protect and deliver those who are devoted to him. Again this theistic 
form of religion, with its emphasis on worship as well as on knowledge, marks a different style 
of Hinduism from anything that the Upanishads reveal. In a very real sense, both of the epics 
are extended avatar stories, revealing how the Supreme Deity descends to earth to sustain the 
ordered dharma that the creative process he has set in motion. In effect the Mahabharata and 
the Ramayana introduce us to Indian theism and the bhakti traditions, that are such a significant 
feature of Hindu dharma, traditions that become ever more pronounced in the Bhagavad Gita, 
in Puranic literature and in the vernacular poetry of India.  Moreover, although Krishna is a 
manifestation of Vishnu the theism of the Mahabharata is not exclusively Vaishnava for Shiva 
also plays a vital role in the story and there are significant passages that glorify Shiva as the 
Supreme Deity.
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The Upanishads teach that a person should give up the desire for worldly pleasures—the 
preyas referred to by the Katha Upanishad—and that one should devote oneself to the quest 
for the realised knowledge, the true jñana that brings liberation from rebirth.  Beyond this 
they show little concern with the details of how life should be conducted day by day. In the 
Mahabharata, however, this issue of living in accordance with dharma repeatedly comes to 
the fore with the principal characters striving to understand the true nature of dharma and 
dharmic action. The question arises as to whether one can simultaneously strive for moksha 
and also live in the world according to a prescribed dharma and it is this precise question 
(amongst others) that the Bhagavad Gita is seeking to resolve. Moreover, disputes arise as to 
whether the violence of warrior dharma is compatible with dharma in its highest form and this 
preoccupation with how a person should live his or her life is another significant feature of the 
religion taught by the Mahabharata. Hence, in addition to the Upanishadic style of wisdom 
found in the Bhagavad Gita and in Bhishma’s deathbed instruction, the Mahabharata also deals 
at length with theism and devotion, and with the ways in which a righteous person should live 
in the world in accordance with the dictates of dharma.

The origins of the Mahabharata
The Hindu tradition regards the Mahabharata as having been written in its entirety by the sage 
Vyasa in a period of remote antiquity, between 3000 and 2500 BC. It recognises that there is a 
variety of material contained in the Mahabharata, but sees this as a part of Vyasa’s scheme to 
create a comprehensive text that is to be regarded as the ‘fifth Veda’.

Western scholarship takes a different view of the composition of the Mahabharata.  Since 
the early twentieth century it has generally been understood as a composite work made 
up of material from different periods. This view has been most recently articulated by John 
Brockington in his book entitled The Sanskrit Epics.  His view is that there was an ancient 
warrior epic, known simply as the Bharata, which told a story of the heroism of ancient kings. 
This ancient oral tradition was subsequently revised by Brahmanical editors who retold the 
original story from the perspective of religious belief, ascribing divine status to the character 
of Krishna and presenting the Kurukshetra war as a conflict of cosmic dimensions between 
universal forces of good and evil. This revised work was now referred to as the Maha- or 
‘great-’ Bharata.  Even then it was augmented on numerous occasions with different passages 
of religious teaching added at different periods. Most scholars would admit that providing a 
viable date for any part of the Mahabharata is extremely problematic, but the most commonly 
encountered suggestions are that the original warrior tale may be as early as 700 BC and that 
the process of emendation and addition went on possibly until around 400 AD.

However, the evidence for any conclusions of this type is always going to be hypothetical as 
there are so few facts to go on.  More recently, Alf Hiltebeitel from the University of Chicago, 
another major figure in Western scholarship, has argued that the Mahabharata was composed 
all at one time, perhaps by a team of authors working under the supervision of a single editor. 
Similarly, the French academic Madeleine Biardeau has suggested that the Mahabharata might 
be the work of a family group, and detects a female influence in some passages. The point 
therefore must be that whilst we must note the opinions of academic scholars, we should 
be aware that there is widespread disagreement and an absence of anything approaching a 
conclusive argument regarding the origins of the Mahabharata. And of course this means that 
there is little to gainsay the traditional Hindu view.

The structure and contents of the Mahabharata
I want to turn now to a consideration of the structure of the Mahabharata and its division 
into eighteen books or parvans, and then to briefly sketch an outline of the contents of each 
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of these books. At the end of this outline there is a comprehension exercise to help solidify 
your understanding of the narrative, the main characters, and where the interludes of religious 
teaching are to be found. 

Some of the longer parvans are further divided into sub-parvans; so, for example the 
Bhagavad Gita occurs in the Bhishma-parvan of the Mahabharata, which has a sub-parvan that 
is named the Bhagavad-gita-parvan. Another difficulty that has confronted students of the 
Mahabharata for centuries is that there are many different versions of the text, originating from 
different parts of India. When Madhvacharya was trying to comment on the Mahabharata’s 
main teachings in the thirteenth century, he recognised that some incidents or teachings 
were only to be found in some of the manuscripts he obtained but were absent from others.  
Between 1933 and 1965 a team of Indian scholars headed by V. S. Sukthankar undertook the 
task of compiling a critical edition of the Sanskrit text of the Mahabharata by comparing all 
the available manuscript versions from as far apart in India as Kashmir and Tamil Nadu. Where 
passages or verses were found to be present only in a few manuscripts, the critical editors 
usually decided that these must be viewed as later additions and hence excluded from the 
definitive edition. The critical edition of the Mahabharata that was produced has not been 
without its critics and some scholars still give preference to the version known as the ‘Vulgate’, 
which was used by Nilakantha, the great commentator on the Mahabharata who lived in 
Varanasi in the seventeenth century. The majority view, however, seems to be that although 
there may be a need for minor amendments, the Critical Edition is as close as we are ever likely 
to get to an acceptable version of the Sanskrit text. And despite the omissions insisted upon 
by the critical editors, their version is still a vast work comprising around 74,000 verses with a 
small number of prose passages as well.  

Let us now consider the eighteen major books of the Mahabharata and briefly review 
the contents of each.  We will note from the outset that the length of these parvans varies 
enormously from the 353 chapters of the Shanti Parvan (Book 12) down to a mere three for the 
Maha-Prasthanika Parvan (Book 17). We might also note that eighteen is a number that recurs 
in relation to Hindu sacred texts, with the Bhagavad Gita including eighteen chapters and there 
being eighteen major Puranas. But perhaps this is a mere coincidence!

Book 1. The Adi-parvan (225 chapters)
The Adi- (‘beginning’) parvan presents an introduction to the whole Mahabharata and sets 
the scene for the events to follow, introducing us to all of the major characters. It opens 
with a glorification of the religious significance of the Mahabharata before describing the 
circumstances of its first recitation by Vaishampayana, the disciple of Vyasa, the author. We 
are then told of Vishnu’s descent as Krishna in order to assist the gods in maintaining the order 
of creation, before the story proper begins with an account of King Samtanu’s marriage to the 
goddess Ganga and the birth of their son Devavrata, later known as Bhishma. After Samtanu 
questions why Ganga has drowned all her sons bar one, she renounces him and returns to the 
heavens.  Samtanu then marries Satyavati, who has previously given birth to Vyasa as the son 
of the rishi Parashara.  Only when Devavrata agrees to renounce his claim to the throne and 
remain celibate for life will Satyavati’s father permit the marriage, and because of this great 
vow Devavrata is henceforth known as Bhishma. He is blessed by his father to meet with death 
only when it is his desire to do so.

Samtanu and Satyavati have two sons, Vichitravirya and Chitrangada, both of whom die 
young without offspring. Satyavati then summons her other son Vyasa to beget children by 
their widowed queens, but because of their unwillingness to accept him, Dhritarashtra is born 
blind, Pandu is born very pale, and Vidura is born as the son of a maid sent by the queen in 
her place. Although he is the eldest, Dhritarashtra cannot become king and so after Samtanu’s 
death Pandu is crowned instead, and by his prowess he establishes a great kingdom. Whilst 
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hunting, however, he kills a rishi who has taken the form of a deer, and is cursed to die if he 
ever indulges in a sexual act. Pandu then renounces his throne, but his first wife Kunti reveals 
that she has the power, granted by the rishi Durvasa, to summon any of the gods and beget 
a son by them. On Pandu’s urging, she begets Yudhishthira as the son of Dharma the god of 
justice, Bhima as the son of Vayu the wind god, and Arjuna as the son of Indra the lord of the 
gods. Pandu’s other wife, Madri, makes use of Kunti’s gift to give birth to the twins Nakula 
and Sahadeva as sons of the Ashvins. Just after the birth of Yudhishthira, Dhritarashtra’s wife 
Gandhari gives birth to a hundred sons, the eldest of whom is Duryodhana.  Some time later 
Pandu passes away due to the rishi’s curse.

Returning to the city of Hastinapura the sons of Pandu receive military training alongside 
the sons of Dhritarashtra, firstly from Kripa and then from Dronacharya. This culminates in the 
display of military prowess in which Arjuna first encounters Karna and Bhima faces Duryodhana. 
As the rivalry between the two sets of brothers develops, the Pandavas are sent to live in a 
house of shellac, which is burned down on Duryodhana’s instruction. The Pandavas escape 
from the fire and then live in hiding, while the world thinks that they are dead. During this 
time Bhima kills the Rakshasas Hidimba and Baka, and Arjuna wins Draupadi as their joint 
wife at a competitive wedding ceremony. Thereby an alliance is forged with King Drupada, 
Draupadi’s father, who is the ruler of the Panchalas. When the Pandavas then return home, 
the kingdom is divided between Yudhishthira and Duryodhana, with the Pandavas getting a 
deserted wilderness as their share. With Krishna’s aid they develop this desolate region into 
a flourishing domain. Whilst travelling abroad, Arjuna develops a relationship with his cousin 
Krishna, marries Krishna’s sister Subhadra and assists Agni the fire god in the burning of the 
Khandava forest.

Book 2. The Sabha-parvan (72 chapters)
As the title suggests, the main action recounted in the Sabha- (‘assembly hall’) parvan takes 
place in the assembly halls of the kings. It opens with Yudhishthira, now firmly established as 
the ruler of half the kingdom, wishing to regain his father’s predominance over all the other 
kings of India. This can be achieved when he performs of Rajasuya Yajña (sacrifice). The main 
obstacle to this goal is Jarasandha, King of Magadha, but with Krishna’s guidance Jarasandha is 
killed in single combat by Bhima. 

The Rajasuya Yajña then goes ahead and at its completion Krishna is proclaimed as the 
leading guest amongst all the kings present. When Sisupala, the King of Chedi, challenges this 
and insults Krishna, he is killed by Krishna who is revealed as an avatar of Vishnu, the Supreme 
Deity. Duryodhana is also present, but becomes envious of the splendour of the Pandava 
domain and is mocked by Draupadi when he falls into a pool of water. This envy leads to the 
gambling match in which Yudhishthira is defeated by Duryodhana’s uncle Shakuni and loses all 
their possessions including their kingdom and even Draupadi, who is viciously insulted before 
the assembly. These events lead to an undeviating sense of enmity between the two factions. 
As a result of their defeat the Pandavas are exiled in the wilderness for twelve years with a 
further year to be spent in hiding somewhere. If they are discovered in this final year they will 
have to repeat the full duration of their banishment.

Book 3. The Vana- or Aranayaka-parvan (299 chapters)
The lengthy Aranyaka- (‘forest’) parvan describes the sequence of extraordinary events that 
befall the Pandavas whilst they are enduring their years of exile in the forest. At the outset we 
find the pious Yudhishthira delighted by the peace and tranquillity of forest life, but Bhima and 
Draupadi criticise him for his lack of warlike tendencies. They wish to return immediately and 
attack their enemies, but Yudhishthira insists that there can be no breach of faith—for that is 
dharma. Arjuna then departs for the world of the gods to acquire the celestial weapons they 
need for the inevitable conflict. He first encounters Shiva in the form of a hunter, and after 
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fighting with him receives his blessing and Shiva’s Pashupata weapon.
Ascending to the realm of the gods Arjuna dwells with Indra, his true father, but is cursed by 

Urvashi to lose his manhood for one year. Meanwhile the four other Pandavas hear the story 
of Nala and Damayanti from the rishi Brihadasva and then travel with the rishis Pulastya and 
Lomasa to all the sacred tirthas in order to acquire the purity and strength of dharma that will 
assist them in their struggles.  In the course of this journey numerous stories are told to them 
relating to the places and persons they visit.  In the foothills of the Himalayas Bhima meets his 
half-brother Hanuman and fights with the servants of Kuvera in order to obtain celestial lotus 
flowers for Draupadi. Here also Arjuna descends from heaven and is reunited with his brothers.  
Yudhishthira frees his brothers from Nahusha who is in the form of a serpent by answering all 
his questions on dharma. 

The Pandavas then meet with the rishi Markandeya who instructs them at length about 
the glories of Narayana who has descended as Krishna.  Krishna himself comes to visit the 
Pandavas in the forest and at this time Draupadi instructs Satyabhama on the conduct of 
the perfect wife. Desiring to see the Pandavas in their state of disgrace and to mock them, 
Duryodhana comes with his supporters to the forest where his cousins are residing. However, 
they are defeated by the Gandharvas, and Duryodhana is made prisoner. Arjuna then rescues 
Duryodhana who is humiliated by this act of grace and becomes even more inimical towards his 
rescuers. Draupadi is then kidnapped by King Jayadratha but is rescued by Bhima; Jayadratha 
is forgiven by Yudhishthira. Meeting again with Markandeya, the Pandavas first hear from him 
the story of Rama and Sita, and then about Savitri’s saving her husband from the clutches of 
death. Finally the Aranyaka-parvan relates how Karna gave his celestial armour and earrings 
in charity to Indra, and how Yudhishthira again saved his brothers by satisfying a yaksha with a 
wonderful discourse on the subject of dharma.

Book 4. The Virata-parvan (67 chapters)
The Virata-parvan tells of how the Pandavas passed the final year of their exile in disguise, 
living secretly in the realm of Virata, the King of the Matsyas. After the twelve years of exile 
in the forest are over, the Pandavas travel to the land of the Matsyas. They first hide their 
weapons in a tree and then take up employment in the service of King Virata. Yudhishthira 
becomes a Brahman advisor to the king, Bhima becomes his chief cook, Arjuna (who has lost 
his manhood for a year due to Urvashi’s curse) becomes a dance instructor to the princess, 
Draupadi becomes a lady-in-waiting to the queen, Nakula takes charge of the king’s horses and 
Sahadeva supervises his herds of cows.

The arrangement runs into trouble when Kichaka, the king’s brother-in-law and the 
commander of his army, begins to harass Draupadi. Yudhishthira tells her to tolerate his 
advances, but Bhima takes assertive action and beats Kichaka to death. When Duryodhana 
and his allies come to hear about this they suspect that the Pandavas may be residing with 
King Virata and decide on a cattle raid against the Matsyas. They steal away Virata’s cows 
but are defeated by Arjuna who has now resumed his true identity. Recognising Arjuna, the 
Kauravas (Duryodhana’s faction) claim that the terms of the agreement have been breached 
but Bhishma rules that a whole year has in fact passed and that the Pandavas have kept their 
side of the bargain intact.

Book 5. The Udyoga-parvan (197 chapters)
The Udyoga- (‘preparations’) parvan tells of the negotiations and preparations that take 
place before battle is joined at Kurukshetra. After the thirteen years of exile are complete, 
Duryodhana still refuses to return the Pandavas’ kingdom to them. Even when Yudhishthira 
asks for just five villages to rule, Duryodhana refuses. Then the Pandavas begin to call upon 
their friends and allies to gather an army for war. Firstly, Salya, the King of the Madras and 
the grandfather of Nakula and Sahadeva, comes to join the Pandava host but he is welcomed 
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and flattered by Duryodhana and as a result joins his faction. However, King Drupada of the 
Panchalas and King Virata of the Matsyas bring armies to support the Pandavas. Dhritarashtra 
sends his minister Sanjaya to urge the Pandavas to give up their preparations on the grounds 
that making war is always evil, but Yudhishthira rejects this disingenuous embassy.

Within the Pandava camp, however, there are significant debates over the nature of dharma 
and righteous action, with Yudhishthira speaking out against warfare and kshatriya-dharma. In 
these debates he is opposed by his brothers, by Draupadi and by Krishna who has joined the 
Pandava side but only as a charioteer. He will not bear arms as he is related to both sides. After 
hearing the Pandavas’ reply, Dhritarashtra then receives instruction on moral conduct from 
Vidura (the Vidura-niti) and on spiritual wisdom from the sage Sanat Sujata.

In the Kuru assembly, Bhishma, Kripa, Drona, Dhritarashtra, and even Gandhari all urge 
Duryodhana to make peace but he will not listen to their advice even when it is revealed to 
him that Krishna is an avatar of Narayana. Sanjaya then instructs Dhritarashtra further about 
Krishna’s divine nature.  Meanwhile, the Pandavas decide to send Krishna as a peace emissary 
to the city of Hastinapura. Although he is graciously received, Duryodhana rejects his words 
and then attempts to make him a prisoner. This attempt is baffled by Krishna who displays his 
vishva rupa; all the gods and all the warriors are present within his own person. Krishna then 
reveals to Karna the secret of his birth as the first son of Kunti; he is hence a brother of the 
Pandavas.  But even when Kunti herself begs him to do so, Karna will not give up his loyalty to 
Duryodhana. As the armies gather and move towards Kurukshetra, it is clear that war cannot 
be avoided. Bhishma is an incomparable warrior but now we are told of his one weakness. 
He will not fight the Panchala prince Shikandhin, for he knows that in a previous birth he was 
the princess Amba who gave up her life when she was kidnapped by Bhishma as a wife for 
Vichitravirya.

Book 6. The Bhishma-parvan (117 chapters)
As the name suggests, this book of the Mahabharata gives an account of the first ten days of 
the battle when Bhishma commanded Duryodhana’s army. We first hear how Vyasa granted 
divine vision to Sanjaya so that he could relate to Dhritarashtra everything that takes place 
at Kurukshetra. This power is first used by Sanjaya to describe all the different regions of the 
world.  As the fighting is about to commence we hear of Arjuna’s unwillingness to fight with 
relatives and elders, which is followed by Krishna’s revelation of the Bhagavad Gita.  

Meanwhile Bhishma derides the prowess of the boastful Karna and the latter withdraws and 
says that he will not fight under the command of Bhishma. The battle then begins with extensive 
descriptions of the fighting and individual encounters between the great warriors of both sides. 
We hear that Arjuna is still fighting mildly and will not encounter Bhishma. On the first day 
the Kauravas prevail and Yudhishthira is dispirited but thereafter the Pandavas gain the upper 
hand and on each day drive back the Kaurava host. After the fifth day’s fighting Duryodhana 
questions Bhishma as to why they are not victorious despite their mighty commanders and 
superior numbers. Bhishma then instructs Duryodhana about Krishna’s divine nature and his 
identity as an avatar of Narayana.

Bhima kills several of Duryodhana’s brothers, but Arjuna still will not fight against Bhishma 
to the full limit of his strengh. On two occasions Krishna becomes so frustrated with Arjuna 
that he begins to attack Bhishma himself and has to be restrained by Arjuna in order to keep 
intact his vow not to fight. Bhishma finally decides to give up the fight; he gives permission for 
the Pandavas to kill him and tells them that Shikhandin should be stationed in front of Arjuna. 
Bhishma will not shoot arrows at Shikhandin and from this position Arjuna is able to pierce 
Bhishma with innumerable arrows until the latter falls to the ground. Lying mortally wounded 
on the field, Bhishma urges Duryodhana to make peace, but his words are ignored. He is also 
finally reconciled with Karna.
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Book 7. The Drona-parvan (173 chapters)
The Drona-parvan gives an account of the events that take place in the five days of the 
battle during which Dronacharya commands Duryodhana’s army. After the fall of Bhishma, 
Karna rejoins the Kaurava host and Drona is installed as their commander.  Under Drona’s 
grim leadership the fighting of the Kaurava army becomes more intense and the commander 
himself inflicts terrible casualties upon the Pandava host.  Krishna and Arjuna travel by night to 
Mount Kailash where they receive the blessing of Shiva. Whilst Arjuna is fighting elsewhere, his 
son Abhimanyu penetrates to the heart of the Kaurava army but is surrounded and slain by six 
mighty warriors including Drona and Karna. The other Pandavas cannot help him because they 
are checked by Jayadratha. When Arjuna learns of his son’s death he vows that he will either 
kill Jayadratha the next day or else enter a fire and kill himself.  Learning of this from spies, the 
Kauravas position Jayadratha so that he is protected by the entire army, but with Krishna’s aid 
Arjuna is still able to kill him at the very end of the day.

Enraged by this setback, Drona orders his forces to continue fighting all through the night 
and a terrible slaughter takes place in the confused battle that follows. Bhima had previously 
married a rakshasa woman named Hidimba and begotten a son named Ghatotkacha by her. 
Fighting on behalf of the Pandavas, Ghatotkacha appears to be virtually invincible. Eventually 
Karna kills Ghatotkacha with the weapon he received from Indra; but this invincible weapon 
can be used only once and Karna had been saving it for his fight with Arjuna. Seeing the 
destruction caused by Drona and realising that there is no one who can kill him in battle, 
Krishna suggests a strategy to remove him. If Drona learns that his son Ashvatthaman is dead, 
he will put aside his weapons in a state of grief. Yudhishthira is known as a man of dharma who 
is always truthful and when he says that Ashvatthaman is dead, Drona believes the falsehood 
to be true. He puts aside his weapons and sits down on the battlefield to meditate.  Taking this 
opportunity, Dhrishtadyumna the son of Drupada and brother of Draupadi, cuts off Drona’s 
head. On learning what has happened, Ashvatthaman launches a destructive attack on the 
Pandava army. The Drona Parvan ends with a vision seen by Arjuna of the destructive form of 
Shiva that precedes him wherever he goes on the battlefield.

Book 8. The Karna-parvan (69 chapters)
The Karna-parvan recounts the events that take place over the two days during which Karna is 
the commander of Duryodhana’s army. After the death of Drona, Karna is made general of the 
Kauravas and he takes a vow to kill Arjuna, his arch-rival.  Somewhat against his will, King Salya 
of the Madras is persuaded to be Karna’s charioteer and some harsh words are exchanged 
between them. Karna launches a destructive attack against the Pandava army but is unable to 
gain complete victory.  Except for Arjuna, each of the Pandavas in turn is defeated by Karna but 
he does not kill them because of a promise he had made earlier to his mother Kunti. Whilst 
Arjuna is elsewhere, Karna afflicts Yudhishthira with many arrow wounds and forces him to 
flee from the field in a humiliating fashion. When Arjuna returns, insults and harsh words are 
exchanged with Yudhishthira and a quarrel ensues which is resolved by Krishna’s discourse on 
dharma.

Arjuna then goes to confront Karna directly. The two great archers are evenly matched 
but Karna forgets the mantras he needs to fight effectively because of a curse from his guru, 
Parashu Rama. Due to another curse received by Karna, his chariot wheel becomes stuck in 
the ground and disabled. Karna begs Arjuna to follow kshatriya-dharma and pause whilst he 
repairs his chariot, but Krishna reminds him of the absence of dharma when Karna and five 
others killed Abhimanyu. On Krishna’s instruction Arjuna kills Karna whilst the latter is thus 
disadvantaged. 
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Book 9. The Salya-parvan (64 chapters)
The Salya-parvan describes events on the final day of the battle when Salya is the commander 
of the Kaurava army. After the death of Karna, Salya is installed as the new general and fights 
heroically against the Pandava captains. Yudhishthira then kills Salya and the remnants of 
the Kaurava host begin to flee from the field of battle. Sahadeva kills Shakuni and the last of 
Duryodhana’s surviving brothers are killed by Bhima. When his army is thus vanquished and 
put to flight, Duryodhana uses magical powers and seeks his own safety by hiding in the depths 
of a nearby lake. Taunted by the Pandava captains, Duryodhana emerges and agrees to fight 
with Bhima in single combat. 

There is then a lengthy account of the tour of the holy tirthas along the Saraswati River 
made by Baladeva, Krishna’s brother. He arrives at Kurukshetra just in time to witness Bhima’s 
club fight with Duryodhana. They are evenly matched, but following the advice of Krishna and 
Arjuna, Bhima strikes down Duryodhana with a foul blow to the thighs.  Baladeva’s anger over 
this action is restrained by Krishna. Only three of the Kaurava captains survive the battle—
Kritavarman, Kripacharya and Ashvatthaman.

Book 10. The Sauptika-parvan (18 chapters)
The Sauptika- (‘night time’) parvan records the events that take place during the night that 
follows the last day of the battle, when Ashvatthaman enters the Pandava encampment 
and massacres all the surviving warriors apart from Krishna and the five brothers.  Having 
met with the dying Duryodhana and been encouraged by him to act, Kripa, Kritavarman and 
Ashvatthaman decide to gain vengeance on their victorious adversaries.  Accompanied by a 
manifestation of Shiva with his fearsome associates, Ashvatthaman enters the camp of the 
Pandava army and slaughters the warriors who are sleeping therein before they can awaken. 
This includes the five sons of Draupadi, one by each of the five Pandavas. When the Pandava 
brothers learn of this terrible event, Bhima and Arjuna set out in pursuit of Ashvatthaman who 
fires a mystic arrow to scorch the womb of Uttara, the wife of Abhimanyu, and thereby destroy 
the embryo that is the last surviving heir of the Pandavas. Arjuna captures Ashvatthaman, but 
his life is spared because he is a Brahman by birth and is the son of their teacher.

Book 11. The Stri-parvan (27 chapters)
The Stri- (‘women’s’) parvan describes the lamentations of wives and mothers as they gather 
on the battlefield to look upon the bodies of their loved ones. The parvan opens with words of 
wise instruction being given to Dhritarashtra by Vidura and Vyasa to comfort him in his grief. 
Dhritarashtra then goes to visit the battlefield with Gandhari; Krishna and the Pandavas meet 
them there. Gandhari then roams across the field accompanied by Krishna, pointing out to him 
the corpses of the great men who lie there. In a mood of anger she curses Krishna to the effect 
that his family will die at his own hand, for she believes that Krishna had the power to prevent 
the war but chose not to. All the women of the various royal families then grieve for those who 
have fallen and arrange for the funerals to be performed on the banks of the Ganga.

Book 12. The Shanti-parvan (353 chapters)
The extensive Shanti- (‘peace’) parvan does not really take the story forward to any great extent. 
It is mainly devoted to the teachings delivered by Bhishma on his deathbed to Yudhishthira 
and the other Pandavas. Following on from the lamentations of the Stri Parvan, Yudhishthira 
condemns himself for his wickedness in waging war. He wants to renounce the kingdom they 
have won but is dissuaded from doing so by Krishna, Vyasa, his brothers and Draupadi. They 
then go to where the stricken Bhishma is still lying on the battlefield.  Bhishma first glorifies 
Krishna and praises him as Narayana, the Supreme Deity. The first set of instructions follows on 
from Yudhishthira’s questions as to how he should rule the kingdom. This passage is known as 
the Raja-dharma-parvan and indicates the ideal conduct of a righteous king. This is followed 
by a passage known as the Apad-dharma-parvan wherein Bhishma indicates that the rules 
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of virtue may be broken in times of emergency. Yudhishthira is unhappy about this line of 
discourse and again criticises the kshatriya-dharma for its wicked tendencies. 

Yudhishthira then inquires from Bhishma about the means of gaining liberation from rebirth 
and is presented with the Moksha-dharma-parvan, a series of treatises spoken by Bhishma 
which deal with renunciation of the world, Samkhya philosophy, the practice of yoga and 
devotion to Vishnu. He concludes with the Narayaniya-parvan, which praises Narayana as the 
Supreme Deity and emphasises the path of bhakti.

Book 13. The Anushasana-parvan (154 chapters)
In the Anushasana- (‘instruction’) parvan, Bhishma continues to give religious instruction to 
Yudhishthira. There is little, if any, action taking place here and the entire book is given over to 
teachings on a wide variety of subjects. Before Bhishma resumes his discourse, Krishna describes 
his devotion to Shiva, gives an account of his initiation into Shiva bhakti and then reveals the 
Shiva-sahasra-nama prayer.  Bhishma’s opening topic is the role of destiny in our lives, the law 
of karma and the limits of free will, but he quickly moves on to speak on the subject of dharma-
shastra, frequently quoting from the Manu Smriti. He glorifies the Brahmans as the leaders and 
gods of humanity, he describes the duties of the four varnas, he discusses the role of women 
in society and outlines the laws of inheritance.

Bhishma then teaches Yudhishthira about the rituals for worshipping the gods and how 
the shraddha rites should be performed for departed ancestors. He also discusses charity, the 
worship of sacred images, the reasons for accepting a vegetarian diet, veneration of the cow 
and those persons from whom food may be freely accepted. From a Shaivite perspective he 
tells of Shiva’s giving instruction to the Goddess Uma and then reveals the Vishnu-sahasra-
nama prayer. The final instruction given here to Yudhishthira is that he must always respect the  
Brahmans and regard them as his superiors. Finally, Bhishma glorifies Krishna as the Supreme 
Deity, and then as the sun has now moved into the northern part of the sky, he gives up his life 
in the presence of Krishna.

Book 14. The Ashvamedhika-parvan (96 chapters)
The Ashvamedhika- (‘horse sacrifice’) parvan is concerned with the yajña Yudhishthira 
performs to atone for his sins, but in fact much of the book is devoted to teachings delivered 
by Krishna to Arjuna. At the beginning, Yudhishthira is still grieving and again condemns his 
own wickedness in causing the frightful carnage at Kurukshetra.  He is then advised by Vyasa 
that a horse sacrifice can atone for any sins he may be guilty of. As they are preparing for the 
yajña, Arjuna asks Krishna to repeat the Bhagavad Gita to him as he has now forgotten its 
teachings. Krishna replies by giving a new set of teachings, beginning with a passage known as 
the Anugita. The ideas presented here are similar in many ways to the teachings presented by 
Bhishma in the Moksha-dharma-parvan of the Shanti-parvan.

As Krishna is returning to his home in Dwarka he encounters the rishi Uttanka who threatens 
to curse him for not stopping the war although he possessed the power to do so. Krishna advises 
that such a curse would be futile and then once more manifests the vishva rupa before the rishi’s 
eyes. In Hastinapura Yudhishthira prepares for the Ashvamedha ritual; when Krishna returns 
there he revives the stillborn son of Uttara and Abhimanyu who was scorched in the womb 
by the weapon of Ashvatthaman.  This Pandava heir is named Parikshit. Arjuna re-establishes 
the dominion of Yudhishthira over all the kings of the land and then the Ashvamedha ritual 
is performed. At the end of the sacrifice, however, the god Dharma appears in the form of a 
golden mongoose and says that this ceremony was not equal in religious significance to an act 
of charity performed by a hungry Brahman couple who gave away their food.

Book 15. The Ashramavasika-parvan (47 chapters)
The Ashramavasika- (‘living in an ashram’) parvan tells of how the surviving elders of the family 
departed from Hastinapura to live a life of religious simplicity. At the beginning of the book, 
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Yudhishthira again shows his generosity of spirit by providing Dhritarashtra with the means 
to perform shraddha rites for his dead sons, though Bhima argues against this and mocks the 
old king. After these rituals have been performed, Dhritarashtra, Vidura, Kunti, and Gandhari 
secretly depart for the Himalayas to practise religious austerity.  Later the Pandavas and their 
followers go to visit the elders in their ashram and meet with them again.  By the grace of Vyasa, 
the slain warriors are able to descend from heaven and meet with comrades and adversaries 
still living; the old enmities are gone and they greet each other as friends.  At the end of the 
book, we learn that Dhritarashtra, Vidura, Kunti, and Gandhari have all perished in a forest fire 
that swept through the ashram.

Book 16. The Mausala-parvan (9 chapters)
The Mausala- (‘club fight’) parvan describes the destruction of Krishna’s family and the death 
of Krishna and his departure from this world. When Krishna’s sons play a trick on some rishis by 
dressing one of them as a pregnant woman, the rishis curse the family to destroy itself. Some 
time later, when they are drinking liquor, a quarrel breaks out between them and they begin 
to fight. The fight continues until all of Krishna’s clan is destroyed. A short time later Krishna 
is shot and killed by a hunter named Jara who mistakes him for a black deer.  Krishna then 
returns to his original position, passing beyond the three worlds and entering the abode of 
Vishnu. Soon after the departure of Krishna, the sea breaks through the city walls and Dwarka 
is flooded. Arjuna comes to provide protection for the women of the city but in the absence of 
Krishna his might is spent and he is defeated by a mere band of robbers.

Book 17. The Maha-prasthanika-parvan (3 chapters)
In the Maha-prasthanika- (‘great journey’) parvan, the Pandavas and Draupadi renounce their 
kingdom and set out for the Himalayas. As they walk along the path into the mountains, they fall 
one by one as a result of a flaw in their character. Yudhishthira carries on alone, accompanied 
only by a dog that has joined them. Arriving at the summit, Yudhishthira is greeted by the 
charioteer of the gods who has come to take him to the celestial sphere. However, he refuses to 
go without the dog that has become dependent upon him; this is the final test of his unlimited 
virtue.

Book 18. The Svargarohanika-parvan (5 chapters)
In the Svargarohanika- (‘ascent to heaven’) parvan we are shown the main characters of the 
Mahabharata residing in heaven in the company of the gods. Yudhishthira first sees his brothers 
and Draupadi in hell and Duryodhana and his faction enjoying the delights of heaven. Due to his 
presence the others are released from hell, but still Yudhishthira will not accept that those who 
lived wickedly deserve a place amongst the gods just because they followed kshatriya-dharma 
and died bravely in battle. At the very end of the Mahabharata this tension over dharma is left 
without any conclusive resolution.

This brief summary cannot give anything approaching a full account of the Mahabharata’s 
content, but it does give an indication of the structure of the work and also the principal 
narrative and didactic themes it pursues throughout its vast extent.  For further expansion on 
all or any of the topics referred to you should refer to one of the versions of the Mahabharata 
noted in the reading list. 

Excercise
Now go through the following list of questions and write down the answers as you recall them 
from the summary. Most of them are about details of the narrative but one or two require you 
to think a little about the ideas behind the story.

1. Who would you say are the principal characters in the Mahabharata?  
2. Why does Yudhishthira not follow the advice of Bhima and Draupadi and refuse 

to accept the exile imposed upon them after the gambling match?



HS103 Module Three: The Mahabharata and the Ramayana

14

3. Where is the Bhagavad Gita to be found in the Mahabharata?
4. What are the main topics covered in Books 12 and 13?
5. Can you name the three principal female characters of the Mahabharata?
6. Why does Arjuna take on the guise of a dancing instructor when the Pandavas are 

hiding in the realm of King Virata?
7. Is Karna right to reject his mother’s and Krishna’s request to abandon Duryodhana’s 

faction?
8. Why do you think Bhishma fights on behalf of Duryodhana when he regards him 

as a wrongdoer?
9. Yudhishthira is often referred to as Dharmaraja. Do you think he is the most 

righteous of all the Mahabharata’s characters?
10.  How is the divinity of Krishna revealed by the Mahabharata?

When you have completed this exercise, read through the discussion presented below. Some 
of the answers are straightforward but for others there is more scope for personal opinion.

Discussion
1. I would suggest that the main characters (in no particular order) are 

Dhritarashtra, Yudhishthira, Duryodhana, Krishna, Draupadi, Bhima, 
Kunti, Bhishma, Arjuna, and Karna.  But this is not absolute; you may 
have omitted some of these or added others.

2. Yudhishthira is the Dharmaraja and his primary motivation is always 
adherence to his understanding of dharma. Despite his birth in a royal 
family, he is not drawn to the Kshatriya mode of dharma and strives 
instead towards an absolute standard of pure virtue. He feels that having 
given his word over the gambling match he cannot act in breach of that 
verbal obligation for to do so would be a clear deviation from dharma.

3. The Bhagavad Gita comes towards the beginning of Book 6 of the 
Mahabharata, the Bhishma Parvan.  In the Critical Edition it covers 
chapters 23 to 40 of the sixth book.

4. Books 12 and 13, the Shanti and Anushasana Parvans, do not contain 
any notable events in terms of the Mahabharata’s central story. The five 
hundred plus chapters they include consist primarily of religious teachings 
on a whole range of different subjects, including the path to moksha, 
dharma, ethics, rituals and Puranic histories. For this reason whenever 
one is looking for scriptural references on any area of Hindu dharma, the 
Mahabharata is usually the best place to start.

5. My view would be that Gandhari, Kunti and Draupadi are the three female 
characters who play a major role in the Mahabharata’s narrative. There 
are many others as well but these three have a particularly important 
position in the text.

6. When he was staying amongst the gods Arjuna refused the advances of 
Urvashi, one of the apsaras who dwell in heaven. Being thus scorned she 
curses Arjuna to lose his manhood, although Indra is able to commute 
this affliction to one year only. Arjuna decides to accept the imposition 
of the curse whilst he is in hiding with his brothers in the land of the 
Matsyas, as it will prove an effective disguise.

7. This is a question on which opinions will be divided and it is an issue we 
will discuss in more detail later on. Karna is a Kshatriya and loyalty is a 
significant element in the dharma of the Kshatriyas. Duryodhana stood 
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by Karna when he was insulted by Arjuna and he feels that he must 
now stand by his friend and protector. Clearly such loyalty to friends in 
need is an admirable quality, but one might also feel that one’s duty to 
one’s mother must take precedence over every other consideration. And 
perhaps more significant is the question of whether a person should 
remain loyal even when a member of one’s faction or community is acting 
wickedly.  What is the key criterion, loyalty or virtue? It is a subtle matter 
that the Mahabharata is exploring through this character.

8. The answer here is similar to that discussed above in relation to Karna’s 
attitude.  Bhishma knows that Krishna is the Supreme Deity who will 
oppose him and he also knows that it is Duryodhana’s wickedness that 
has led to the conflict. But again, he is a Kshatriya and he is a member 
of Duryodhana’s household. Therefore his warrior dharma obliges him 
to stay loyal to his captain to the very last, even though he despises his 
leader’s vile conduct.

9. Again this is a question on which opinion will be legitimately divided; 
and it is not just about a book called the Mahabharata, it is about our 
whole understanding of virtue and of proper conduct. It is not even 
certain whether the Mahabharata itself sympathises with Yudhishthira 
or whether it regards him as a weak man who cannot fulfil his dharmic 
duties. The beauty of this great work is that it seems to be able to show 
both attitudes simultaneously, for dharma is subtle indeed. On the one 
hand we cannot fail to admire Yudhishthira’s honesty, kindness to others 
and tolerance of insults. His rejection of the warrior bravado surrounding 
warfare is surely a higher level of understanding, and yet at times his 
attitude seems inappropriate and almost a form of cowardice. In a sense 
to resolve the question of Yudhishthira’s character would be to resolve 
the moral tension that exists between tolerance of others’ faults and 
the need to resist the forces of evil.  Lest we wholly reject Yudhishthira’s 
position, however, let us remember that at the end he is the only 
character who is carried up to the gods without first tasting death and 
that this is due entirely to his undeviating adherence to virtue. Moreover, 
at the end of the Mahabharata we are told that the only wicked deed 
Yudhishthira ever performed in his life was telling the lie that led to the 
death of Drona—and even there he was following the advice of Krishna, 
who is God!

10. Many of the characters in the Mahabharata are aware of Krishna’s identity as 
an avatar of Narayana and this factor is frequently alluded to during discussions 
about the prospects for victory on either side. Bhishma informs Duryodhana 
that his defeat is certain because the Deity is on the other side and Sanjaya 
gives exactly the same instruction to Dhritarashtra. Moreover, on three 
occasions Krishna reveals himself as the Supreme Deity who creates the world 
and contains all manifestations within his own identity. He is the Brahman that 
the Upanishads reveal as that which is all things. When Duryodhana tries to 
capture him, on Arjuna’s chariot before the battle and again in the presence of 
the rishi Uttanka, Krishna reveals that divine nature with his manifestations of 
the vishva rupa in which everything that exists is revealed as a part of Krishna, 
a part of God.
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In this session we will look at the principal characters of the Mahabharata and the incidents in 
which their true nature is revealed. On this basis we can then consider what lessons are being 
taught by the style of characterisation that the Mahabharata adopts in each case.

One of the reasons the Mahabharata is such a fascinating work is the fact that none of 
its characters is absolutely perfect or absolutely evil; it deals in shades of grey and thereby 
explores the subtleties of human behaviour in which issues of right and wrong are rarely clear 
cut and simple. Nonetheless, it is very apparent that certain characters are more virtuous than 
others and there is a spectrum that ranges perhaps from Yudhishthira, the son of Dharma, 
who is the best of all, to Duhshasana, another of Dhritarashtra’s sons, who appears to be even 
more reprehensible than his elder brother, if that is possible. And yet even Yudhishthira is 
not beyond reproach and even Duryodhana and Duhshasana are praised for their honour and 
bravery in facing their enemies. The Mahabharata does not deal in simplistic truths. 

As a generalisation I think we might categorise the main characters as follows: 

Good   Mixed   Bad
Yudhishthira  Dhritarashtra  Duryodhana
Arjuna   Karna   Duhshasana
Bhima   Bhishma  Shakuni
Draupadi  Drona   Jayadratha
Kunti      Kichaka  
Gandhari

You may notice that I have omitted Krishna from this consideration. This is because he is not 
a human being but a manifestation of God and hence his character and activities fall under 
the heading of theology, which will be considered in the next session. I think some who know 
the Mahabharata well will be surprised to see Bhishma and perhaps even Drona omitted from 
the list of good characters, and of course this is only one person’s opinion with which you are 
perfectly entitled to disagree. I will give my reasons for this categorisation below, but if you 
decide to discuss these characters in your essay then it is perfectly legitimate for you to give a 
more positive view of them.

Each of the characters in the Mahabharata reveals something about human nature, good 
and bad, and provides lessons from which all persons can learn. We do not have the scope here 
to look at all of them in detail. Hence I will first provide short summaries of the dispositions of 
most of the main protagonists (which of course only reflect my own opinion) and then look in 
more detail at Yudhishthira, Draupadi, Duryodhana and Dhritarashtra.
Arjuna is the son of Pandu and Kunti, begotten by Indra. There are indications that he shares in 
the divinity of Krishna, though only partially—they are frequently referred to as the divine rishis 
Nara and Narayana who descend together to fulfil the mission of an avatar in preserving dharma. 
Arjuna is the great hero of the Mahabharata, the mightiest warrior whose prowess ensures the 
Pandavas’ victory in the great battle. Despite his Kshatriya ardour, however, he lacks the blood 
lust sometimes displayed by his elder brother, Bhima. He also shares Yudhishthira’s qualities 
of compassion and forgiveness. He is reluctant to kill Drona and Bhishma and it is because of 
this reticence that the Bhagavad Gita is revealed to him. However, we are also informed that 
he is proud of his pre-eminence as a warrior and his behaviour towards Ekalavya and Karna is 
dishonest, haughty and contemptuous in a manner that we do not see in Yudhishthira. As the 
Pandavas proceed towards the Himalayas in the Mahaprasthanika-parvan, Arjuna falls and is 
forced to experience death because of his pride in his own martial prowess and his disregard 
for other warriors.
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Bhima is the exemplar of the kshatriya-dharma and through his character we are shown the 
need for this type of person in specific situations. When Draupadi is insulted after the gambling 
match, kidnapped by Jayadratha and harassed by the lustful Kichaka, we feel that Bhima’s 
resolute response might be more appropriate than Yudhishthira’s constant call for tolerance. 
But his violence, greed and vengefulness are Kshatriya qualities that are at times in conflict 
with notions of virtue. But Bhima is in many ways ideally suited for kingship and his attitude 
and demeanour are very similar to those recommended by Bhishma to Yudhishthira in the 
Raja-dharma section of the Shanti-parvan. As an enforcer of the law and a chastiser of violent 
miscreants, Bhima is a more effective person than Yudhishthira and hence is closer to the ideals 
of the kshatriya-dharma. The darker side of this tendency is displayed on the battlefield when 
Bhima kills Duhshasana and drinks the blood of his slain adversary. On the final journey to the 
Himalayas, Bhima falls from the path and this sad event is explained as being the result of his 
greed for food, his arrogance over his own strength, and his disregard for others whilst eating.
Karna also knows right from wrong as he explains to Krishna in the Udyoga-parvan. He is 
also aware of Krishna’s divinity and of the inevitable defeat of the Kaurava army—at least 
in his more reflective moments. And yet at other times his conduct is vile and immoral. His 
behaviour in the insulting of Draupadi is unacceptable, his arrogance is sometimes unbearable 
and we might also criticise him for his excessive loyalty to a wicked man. But we can also make 
allowances for one who has been dealt a poor hand by destiny. Considering the manner in 
which he was abandoned by his mother and brought up in a demeaning position where he 
was subject to cruel insults from the Pandavas, we can understand why Karna was prone to 
these faults, although we cannot entirely excuse them. The crucial debate raised by the life 
of Karna centres on the issue of dharma and loyalty. Karna’s nature is that of a Kshatriya and 
his loyalty to Duryodhana is an expression of kshatriya- dharma. In our own lives we would 
value a sense of loyalty to our family, our community and our nation. But in its storytelling the 
Mahabharata is also pointing out to us that loyalty and devotion of this kind can be problematic. 
What happens when one’s family, community or nation strays into the realm of wickedness 
and adharma? Should one continue to show loyalty to a family member, friend or ally in a 
dispute in which he or she has acted in an immoral fashion? And at what point should one 
terminate that relationship? Is a commitment to dharma a more binding commitment than the 
loyalty one owes to family, friends, community and nation? These issues are explored by the 
Mahabharata in its characterisation of Karna.
Bhishma may perhaps be regarded as a good character but there are some things about him 
that seem not quite right. These arise from his absolute adherence to the Kshatriya code, an 
adherence that at times causes him to disregard the virtue exemplified by Yudhishthira. He is 
certainly a man of wisdom who can easily see through the wickedness of Duryodhana and the 
weakness of Dhritarashtra. He fully understands the divine nature of Krishna and expresses his 
devotion to him. He is also a great teacher who imparts religious instruction to Yudhishthira in 
a whole range of areas, including dharma, ethics, yoga, bhakti and the paths to moksha. We 
are constantly aware of his wisdom and his absence of sensual desire, but at the same time 
the dedication he shows to his vows is sometimes cruel. Why does he side with Duryodhana? 
Why does he not intervene to stop the insulting of Draupadi? Why does he show such little 
regard for Amba’s misfortune? It is interesting to note that in his teachings to Yudhishthira he 
emphasises the importance of kshatriya-dharma and all that this entails. He even goes so far 
as to criticise the Dharmaraja (Yudhisthira) for his weakness, his tolerance and his compassion, 
which in his view make Yudhishthira unsuitable to rule. Here perhaps we are seeing again 
the tension between Yudhishthira’s virtue and the harsher realism of the Kshatriya view. And 
despite the profundity of his vision, Bhishma consistently favours the latter perspective.
Drona likewise is a man of great wisdom and a great teacher who knows proper conduct and 
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duty. In the debates that precede the conflict at Kurukshetra he shows that he understands 
perfectly well the vicious temperament of Duryodhana and his faction and the purity and 
virtue of the Pandavas. And yet, as with Bhishma, there is something troubling about Drona’s 
character. He is a Brahman and fulfils his social dharma by acting as a tutor to both the Pandavas 
and the Kauravas, training them in the disciplines of battle. However, when war breaks out he 
goes beyond this brahminical role as a teacher and fights vigorously on behalf of Duryodhana. 
This action raises important questions about dharma, and whether it is appropriate for a 
Brahman to undertake acts of violence. This is a part of the kshatriya-dharma that Krishna 
mentions in the Bhagavad Gita (18.43), but it is not the dharma of a Brahman. We might also 
note that it is whilst Drona is the commander of the Kaurava host that the fighting becomes 
even more vicious and all respect for the rules of righteous conflict is abandoned. He continues 
to lead the army forward even when night has fallen and he participates in the cruel killing 
of Abhimanyu. Whilst there is no doubt that Drona is a man of virtue and wisdom there are 
significant doubts about his character. Pandering to Arjuna’s vanity he is cruel to Ekalavya; his 
attitude to Drupada is patronising and superior; he silently tolerates the abuse of Draupadi in 
the assembly; he participates in warfare and violence; and because he accepts patronage from 
the Kauravas he feels himself obliged to fight for Duryodhana, thereby taking up the cause of 
adharma. One gets the sense that in the character of Drona, and indeed his son Ashvatthaman, 
the Mahabharata is showing the dangers of a Brahman taking to the duties of a Kshatriya. For 
as Krishna says in the Gita, para-dharmo bhayavahah, taking to another’s dharma is a source 
of fear and danger (3.35).
Kichaka, Jayadratha, Duhshasana and Shakuni are relatively minor characters, but in their own 
way they each shows the dark side of kshatriya- dharma. These are arrogant men driven by their 
desires who regard their position of power and kingship merely as an opportunity for gaining 
sensual pleasure. Hence they display an arrant disregard for virtue and display neither respect 
nor regard for others. Men such as these represent the forces of wickedness against which true 
Kshatriyas must contend. Hence we feel a degree of satisfaction when Kichaka is killed and 
Jayadratha is humiliated by by Bhima. Shakuni reveals the iniquity of deceit, dishonesty and 
cheating, and the Mahabharata uses his character to demonstrate the negative results of this 
manner of dealing with others. In the hands of such a cunning rogue, the innocent are exploited 
and deceived; the kshatriya-dharma exists so that persons of this type can be punished and 
held in check. Duhshasana is the low life of the Mahabharata. He has none of Duryodhana’s 
sophistication and engages in the worst type of action, albeit with the permission and approval 
of Duryodhana and indeed Karna. When he meets his terrible death at the hands of Bhima we 
are left with the dilemma of deciding whether his brutal demise is the just desert warranted 
by such a vile individual or whether the cruelty of his death represents an act of unacceptable 
violence.
There are three principal female characters in the Mahabharata—Draupadi, Gandhari, 
and Kunti—and through both their words and their actions they offer an insight into the 
Mahabharata’s understanding of stri-dharma, the dharma of a woman. Gandhari is known 
for wearing a bandage over her eyes so that she will not display any superiority in relation 
to her blind husband. And yet she is never a cowering figure who displays fear or excessive 
regard for the male characters. She criticises Dhritarashtra for his failure to exert control over 
Duryodhana, she makes valuable contributions to the debates over war and peace and her 
views are always respected. She also curses Krishna for failing to prevent the war.

Kunti, likewise, is a figure of constant respect. In relation to her husband Pandu, she 
performs the stri-dharma but never as a downtrodden servant. She advises him on how he 
should act and when it is appropriate criticises his conduct. The story of Draupadi’s marriage to 
the five brothers reveals that a mother’s command cannot be disobeyed in any circumstance. 
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The mother is an authority figure for all persons who adhere to dharma and thereby exerts 
real power. In marked contrast to Duryodhana, the Pandavas reveal their dharmic nature 
by remaining always subservient to their mother’s command. Kunti also makes significant 
contributions to the debate over war and peace, demanding that her sons show Kshatriya 
qualities and avenge the wrongs done to them. 

Each of these discussions could be continued at greater length and it may be that your own 
opinions differ from what has been expressed above. This is to be expected for the Mahabharata 
is rarely dogmatic in its vision. Obviously, anyone can see that Yudhishthira is virtuous and 
Duryodhana is wicked, but the characterisations are sufficiently subtle to accommodate the 
complexities of any discussion of dharma. Many people, for example, will admire the great 
virtue of Yudhishthira, but there are others who will consider him to be a weak man who 
displays serious deficiencies, particularly at times of crisis. Similarly, Duryodhana seems devoid 
of good qualities and yet he is elevated to heaven because of his heroic Kshatriya death on 
the field of battle. Let us now look at four of the main characters in more detail and try to 
understand how the Mahabharata provides teachings by means of its representations.

The teachings of the Mahabharata through four characters

1. Yudhishthira
As noted above, opinions will certainly vary about the character and qualities displayed by the 
eldest of the Pandavas. There can be no doubt that the Mahabharata regards him in a very 
positive light, and yet his virtuous nature is not without blemish and on several occasions he 
is criticised for his unrealistic notions about dharma. This is what I wrote about Yudhishthira in 
Religious Doctrines in the Mahabharata:

The recurring tension in the narrative between Yudhishthira’s moral sense and the dharmic 
duties imposed upon him is a theme that will be discussed later, but first I wish to examine 
the nature of the moral position depicted through the character of the Dharmaraja. 
Although they are never mere two-dimensional personalities, there is a clear sense in 
which Yudhishthira and Duryodhana, described by van Buitenen as “the dark contrast to 
Yudhishthira,” are designed to represent what is worthy and what is unworthy in humanity 
and thereby present a moral treatise in narrative form. It is noteworthy that although we are 
constantly aware of the superiority of Yudhishthira’s character over that of Duryodhana, this 
is based on moral and not ritual ethics. In the execution of kshatriya-dharma Duryodhana 
may even be regarded as Yudhishthira’s superior, for he is always keen to do battle and gives 
up his life in the ideal Kshatriya manner, while Yudhishthira is often timid and has no taste 
for warfare or punishment. Thus the epic’s repeated stress on Yudhishthira’s excellence is to 
be recognised as a stress on the importance of moral ethics.

The good character of Yudhishthira is emphasised throughout the narrative, with a number 
of passages specifically listing his qualities and others demonstrating them by descriptions 
of his behaviour. When urging his son to make peace in the Udyoga-parvan (Book 5), 
Dhritarashtra describes Yudhishthira as true to his word, always diligent, devoted to the 
words of scripture, obedient to his family, loved by his subjects, kind to his friends, in control 
of his senses, and a protector of the righteous. In addition, he displays forbearance, tolerance, 
self-control and honesty; he is always truthful, accepts good advice, is compassionate to all 
beings and attentive to precept (5.147.32-33).

In the Vana-parvan (Book 3), we are given Krishna’s view of Yudhishthira’s virtues and here 
it is notable how the avatara emphasises the latter’s adherence to sva-dharma as well as his 
moral excellence. Krishna praises Yudhishthira as follows, “Dharma is greater than the winning 
of a kingdom and they describe the execution of it as a penance. By executing the duties 
of sva-dharma with truth and honesty, you have conquered both this world and the next. 
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In the beginning you engaged in study, following various vows, and absorbed the complete 
science of warfare; having gained possessions and wealth through kshatriya-dharma, you 
have executed all the traditional sacrifices. You take no delight in licentious pleasures and 
you do not strive in any way after the objects of enjoyment. You never abandon dharma 
because of greed, and thus, because of your nature you are the dharma-raja. Having won 
lands, riches and objects of pleasure, your greatest delight is always in charity, truthfulness, 
austerity, faith, tranquillity, determination and tolerance.” (3.180.16-19)

These and other similar passages give some insight into the qualities that the epic regards 
highly in its view of morality. The view is one that is common to moralists of most cultures, 
emphasising truthfulness, honesty, loyalty, kindness, tolerance, self-control, and restraint 
of lust, avarice and anger. The teaching is presented far more effectively, however, by the 
portrayal of the life of Yudhishthira in which he is shown as the paragon of all the virtues 
that are universally admired. Throughout he is portrayed as being of a gentle disposition 
with constant goodwill towards other living beings. He is kind and forgiving, tolerant 
and forbearing, and always anxious to avoid conflict of any kind. He is also notably non-
competitive in his attitude to others, transcending such worldly preoccupations by the 
strength of his virtue.

Following Jayadratha’s assault on Draupadi, Bhima urges that the offender should be slain 
for such a gross misdemeanour, but Yudhishthira exhibits the virtues of mercy, tolerance 
and avoidance of anger in ordering that he be set free, punished only by humiliation and 
admonition (3.256.7). His powers of forgiveness are similarly demonstrated by his attitude 
to Dhritarashtra after the battle, again in marked contrast to that of Bhima. Whilst the 
latter continues to bear a grudge against the old king for the wrongs he has done to them, 
Yudhishthira displays no ill will whatsoever and provides for his uncle’s needs and wishes 
(Chapter 3 of the Ashramavasika-parvan). Only on rare occasions in the heat of battle does 
Yudhishthira fall prey to anger and as a general rule he is able to withstand even the most 
extreme provocation, as at the conclusion of the dice match and in the kingdom of Virata 
when Kichaka insults Draupadi. His truthfulness is likewise renowned; he will not deviate at 
all from the terms of their exile because he has given his word, and when he announces on 
the battlefield that Ashvatthaman is slain, Drona cannot doubt that it is so. This is the only 
untruth that he speaks in his life, and, according to the Svargarohana-parvan (Book 18), his 
only sin (18.3.14).

In the opening chapter of the Vana-parvan (Book 3), we are shown the quality of humility 
in Yudhishthira. As the Pandavas are departing for their exile, the citizens of Hastinapura 
glorify them with extravagant words of praise, but Yudhishthira disclaims these eulogies. 
Similarly, after the battle he repeatedly condemns himself as a great sinner for causing the 
suffering that has taken place and will not accept any of the speeches from his comrades 
which exonerate him from blame. As a king he demonstrates his compassionate nature and 
his concern for others. After his victory at Kuruskshetra he ensures that provision is made 
for the welfare of the women who have been widowed as well as for the poor and the blind 
(12.42.10-12). This characteristic is further demonstrated by his behaviour at the very end 
of his life when he refuses to abandon a dog, considered by Hindus an impure creature, and 
go to heaven alone, because it has followed him for many miles and looks to him for shelter 
(17.3.7).

Though born a Kshatriya, he repeatedly expresses his loathing for violence and displays little 
of the desire for power that besets most kings (3.253.21). Though he wages war to regain 
the kingdom which has been stolen from him, he does so only because he is persuaded that 
it is a matter of principle and because Krishna is the main advocate of conflict. He takes up 
arms not because of a desire for riches or vengeance, but because it his duty; for himself he 
is shown as being delighted by the simple life in the forest during the exile without any form 
of opulence. (Religious Doctrines in the Mahabharata, pp. 305-307)
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You will notice that in this passage Yudhishthira is presented in a very positive light and the 
incidents referred to tend to show the best side of his character. However, there are other 
passages in the Mahabharata that appear to show the downside of his personality. I would 
point to the gambling match where he loses his composure and as a result exposes his dearest 
relatives to humiliation and years of suffering. Moreover, on the battlefield at Kurukshetra he 
is at times less than heroic in the way he confronts the enemy, and this timidity leads him to 
quarrel with Arjuna and to insult his brother. We will look at this issue in more detail in our next 
session when we consider the Mahabharata’s consideration of dharma, but I think we must 
accept that overall he is to be regarded as the most virtuous of all its characters. This quality 
is referred to frequently by many of the principal speakers and in the end it is Yudhishthira 
alone who is able to reach heaven without tasting the pain of death, for he was a man virtually 
without sin.

I want now to present two short extracts from the Mahabharata, which give some insight 
into Yudhishthira’s character and the way he is represented as the personification of dharma.

Extract 1, Taken from Chapters 248 to 253 of the Vana-parvan (Book 3)
While the Pandavas were exiled in the forest, Jayadratha, the King of Sindhu happened 
to pass by the ashram where they were staying. At that time Draupadi was there alone. 
Struck by her beauty, Jayadratha began to praise her wonderful appearance, but he was 
immediately rebuffed by the princess who informed him that his manner of address was 
inappropriate as she was the wife of the five Pandavas. She then asked him to wait there for 
a while so that her husbands might receive him as a guest and show him due respect.

Smitten with attraction for her, however, Jayadratha continued to misbehave, urging her to 
abandon her husbands in their state of misfortune and become his queen instead so that 
she could once again enjoy the opulence of a regal position. Now becoming angry, Draupadi 
rebuked him once more, this time more sternly, and warned him of the consequences if 
he persisted, for her husbands are all great heroes. Jayadratha then laid hands upon her, 
forcing her into his chariot and departing from that place with her. When the Pandavas 
returned and learned from Draupadi’s maid what had happened, they set off in pursuit 
of the kidnapper. Jayadratha’s forces turned to face their pursuers but they were quickly 
brushed aside by the mighty Pandavas. Seeing what was happening, the King of Sindhu was 
terrified. He set Draupadi down from his chariot and attempted to make his escape. When 
Draupadi was rescued, Yudhishthira asked Sahadeva to take her on his chariot. Arjuna then 
turned to Yudhishthira and said, ‘Now that the army of Jayadratha is destroyed, you can take 
Draupadi back to the ashram and comfort her. I will pursue Jayadratha to the ends of the 
earth and through the heavens as well if necessary.’

Yudhishthira replied, ‘Jayadratha is the husband of Dussala who is the daughter of our 
mother Gandhari, so he is not to be slain despite his wickedness. We must not make our 
sister a widow.’ On hearing these words, Draupadi called out to Bhima and Arjuna, ‘If you 
wish to please me then kill that miserable wretch who is the King of Sindhu-Sauvira. One 
who carries off another person’s wife should never be spared even if he begs for mercy!’

Although Jayadratha was now two miles away, Arjuna shot down his horses from that great 
distance and Bhima, following in a chariot, caught him by the hair and gave him a sound 
beating before throwing him to the ground. Restrained by Arjuna, Bhima said, ‘This cruel 
wretch deserves to die for his treatment of Draupadi. But what can I do! The king is always 
so merciful and even you put obstacles in my path because of a childish sense of dharma!’ 
Bhima then shaved off Jayadratha’s hair with a razor-sharp arrow and ordered him to travel 
throughout the land proclaiming himself to be the slave of the Pandavas. Terrified by his 
position, Jayadratha replied, ‘It will be so’.

They then took Jayadratha back to the ashram. Bhima said to Yudhishthira, ‘Please comfort 
Draupadi by telling her that this villain has become the slave of the Pandavas.’ Feeling 
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affection for his younger brother, Yudhishthira replied, ‘If you have any regard for me, then 
set this wretched man free.’ Understanding her eldest husband’s mind, Draupadi then said, 
‘Let him go. He has become the king’s slave and you have also disfigured him by cutting 
off his hair.’ Jayadratha then grovelled at the feet of Yudhishthira and paid his respects 
to the holy men of the ashram who lived with him. Seeing Jayadratha in that condition, 
having been soundly beaten by Bhima so that he could only stand with Arjuna’s support, 
Yudhishthira said to him, ‘You are now at liberty, I set you free. Now go on your way and 
never do such a thing again. Shame on you! You intended to take a lady away by force even 
though you have no real strength. Who else would even think of acting in such a way?’ But 
seeing Jayadratha’s plight and his misery, Yudhishthira was then filled with pity and spoke 
to him again, ‘May your heart now cleave towards dharma. Never again set your heart on 
immoral acts. Now you may depart in peace with those of your companions who have not 
been killed.’

Extract 2, From Chapters 1 to 5 of the Ashramavasika-parvan (Book 15)
After the death of Duryodhana and his followers at Kurukshetra, Yudhishthira became king at 
Hastinapur with the support and aid of his four brothers. Vidura, Sanjay and Kripa continued 
to serve Dhritarashtra, and sometimes Vyasa, his actual father, used to recite stories from 
the Puranas to him. Dhritarashtra would sometimes set prisoners free and pardon those who 
had been condemned to death, but Yudhishthira never said anything about this. The son of 
Pandu used to supply him with costly robes and excellent foods, and all the kings who came 
there used first to offer their respects to Dhritarashtra. Fearing that his uncle would grieve 
excessively over the death of his sons, Yudhishthira urged his brothers to ensure that all his 
needs and desires were met and they too always showed him respect. Bhima, however, was 
the exception here for his heart was still hard towards his uncle, understanding that all their 
woes beginning from the dice match had been caused by the wickedness of his heart.

In this way Dhritarashtra continued to live happily in Hastinapur. Devoid of malice as he 
was, Yudhishthira was always respectful to his uncle and ordered all the members of his 
household to act in the same way. When the days arrived on which shraddha offerings were 
to be made on behalf of departed relatives, Yudhishthira always ensured that Dhritarashtra 
had money to give in charity to the  Brahmans of behalf of his dead sons. Thus did that 
foremost of righteous men, Yudhishthira the Just, who possessed great intelligence, show 
his respect to Dhritarashtra along with his brothers. Seeing no ill will in Yudhishthira and 
recognising that his conduct was always wise and righteous, Dhritarashtra gave up any 
sense of animosity towards the Pandavas. Gandhari, likewise, began to show affection for 
the Pandavas as if they were her own sons. Every morning Dhritarashtra offered prayers for 
the wellbeing of the Pandava brothers; he derived greater joy from their company than ever 
he had even from the association of his sons. Whatever wrongs had been done to him in 
the past, Yudhishthira forgot them all and showed constant respect for his uncle. He would 
never allow anyone to mention the evil deeds performed by Duryodhana and Duhshasana, 
lest Dhritarashtra feel any sense of unhappiness.

Bhima, however, became unhappy whenever he saw Dhritarashtra and was unable to 
tolerate his presence. He paid him respect only as an outward show with an unwilling heart. 
He secretly did acts that were disagreeable to the old king and through deceitful servants 
caused his commands to be disregarded. Recalling Dhritarashtra’s wicked counsels and 
the deeds of his enemies, Duryodhana, Duhshasana and Karna, he once slapped his arms 
in the presence of his uncle and exclaimed, ‘These two mighty arms of mine are just like 
clubs. Coming within their grasp, the foolish sons of Dhritarashtra have all been destroyed. 
These arms of mine deserve to be adorned now with sandal paste, for it was by them that 
Duryodhana and all his allies were despatched to the other world!’ On hearing these and 
other words of Bhima, Dhritarashtra became very unhappy and at last expressed a desire to 
Gandhari to leave the city and to go far away to live in an ashram in the mountains.
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Extract 3, from Chapters 1 to 3 of the Mahaprasthanika-parvan (Book 17)
After reigning in Hastinapur for many years, Yudhishthira and his brothers decided to 
renounce the world and depart for the mighty peaks of the Himalayas. So, along with 
Draupadi, the five of them departed from the city dressed in tree bark accompanied by a 
dog that walked along with them. Thus there was a party of seven. They passed by the city 
of Dwarka, now flooded by the sea, and Arjuna cast his bow, Gandiva, into the ocean. Now 
practising self-restraint and yoga they journeyed thence up into the mountains of the North. 
First of all Draupadi fell down; this was because she favoured Arjuna; then Sahadeva fell; this 
was because he was proud of his wisdom; then Nakula fell; this was because he was proud 
of his good looks; then Arjuna fell; this was because of his pride in his martial prowess; then 
Bhima fell; this was because of his greed and his pride in the strength of his body.

So Yudhishthira went on alone with just the dog for company. Indra the lord of the gods 
then descended from the sky and invited Yudhishthira to accompany him in his chariot to 
the world of the gods. ‘How can I go without Draupadi and my brothers’, said Yudhishthira. 
‘They are even now in heaven waiting for you,’ Indra replied. ‘They have cast off their human 
forms and departed from this world, but because of your virtue it is ordained that you may 
ascend to heaven without tasting death.’

Yudhishthira then said, ‘This dog has become devoted to me, O lord. My heart is full of 
compassion for him; he must come with me.’ Indra replied, ‘You have gained a position 
equal to mine, with great prosperity and all the joys of the gods. Give up this dog; there will 
be no cruelty in such an act.’ But Yudhishthira was unmoved. ‘It is very difficult,’ he said, ‘for 
a righteous person to perform a wicked act. I do not desire the prosperity you speak of if I 
have to cast off one who is devoted to me.’ 

‘There is no place in our world for persons with dogs!’ said Indra. ‘Leave it behind! This 
is not a cruel deed.’ But still Yudhishthira would not listen, ‘I have vowed,’ he said, ‘never 
to abandon one who is terrified, who is devoted to me, who seeks my protection, who is 
destitute, who is weak or who wishes to save his life.’ Again Indra said, ‘Give up this dog, a 
filthy impure creature. You even gave up your brothers and Draupadi.’ 

‘But they were already dead,’ Yudhishthira replied, ‘I would never have abandoned them 
whilst they were still alive. To abandon a devoted follower is an evil act, O Indra.’ As 
these words were spoken the dog vanished and in its place there was the god Dharma, 
Yudhishthira’s true father. ‘You have compassion for all beings,’ Dharma said, ‘as this incident 
has demonstrated. You have given up the delights of heaven for the sake of a dog who was 
dependent on you and hence I say that there is no one in heaven who can match you in terms 
of dharma.’ Then Yudhishthira mounted the chariot of Indra and ascended to heaven.

Exercise
When you have finished reading these extracts make a list of the qualities and character traits 
that they reveal in relation to Yudhishthira and then read the discussion presented below. 
Would you agree that they reveal him to be the true personification of dharma? Is there 
anything about Yudhishthira that you feel is problematic in relation to dharma?

Discussion
The extracts from the Mahabharata presented here give us quite a clear picture of Yudhishthira’s 
character. Although opinions will vary as to the ideal moral disposition, I think it is apparent 
that Yudhishthira is a man of outstanding virtue. What are his qualities?

In the story of Jayadratha, we are shown a man who is free of anger and enmity, who is quick 
to forgive, has compassion even for those who have wronged him and is generous, tolerant 
and kind-hearted. He has a sense of pity for anyone who appears to be suffering, though some 
might feel that his forgiveness of Jayadratha is misplaced and might be misinterpreted as 
weakness. We might also consider Jayadratha’s response in as much as the act of mercy makes 
him even more inimical towards the Pandavas and even more determined to get his revenge 
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on them. 
The account of Dhritarashtra’s last days in Hastinapur similarly shows Yudhishthira as a kind 

and gentle man who has no sense of malice, no desire for vengeance and a genuine disposition 
towards mercy, kindness and forgiveness. Bhima’s attitude might be more human, and is easily 
understood, but Yudhishthira stands above ordinary men and his virtue is extraordinary. We also 
see here another character trait of the Dharmaraja, his profound sense of respect for the elders 
of his family. I think it is also significant to note the lesson taught here by the Mahabharata that 
forgiveness can often end quarrels and terminate a spiral of violence and hostility. Yudhishthira 
forgives the injustices done to him by Dhritarashtra and does not respond in kind. He thereby 
wins the old king over to him and the terrible conflicts that have taken place between family 
members are finally ended. Where one answers hostility in kind the pattern goes on without 
end.

The final account shows Yudhishthira’s lack of desire for personal gain, his loyalty to those 
who come to him for protection and his compassion for all living beings. Just for the sake of a 
dog he is willing to give up the rewards of his virtuous life. For Yudhishthira, dharma and virtue 
were never means to an end, they were his inherent nature. Some may feel that Yudhishthira 
is not a good role model because he is too weak and too tolerant of the misdeeds of others. 
At times a more robust and aggressive attitude may be required in order to resist the forces of 
evil. And at times the Mahabharata appears critical of Yudhishthira’s position; Krishna himself 
admires Yudhishthira but he does not always share his concept of dharma. But we must be 
aware that the Mahabharata itself consistently shows Yudhishthira to be the most virtuous of all 
its characters; he is the Dharmaraja. He only committed one wicked act in all his life—and that 
at the urging of Sri Krishna himself! And it is Yudhishthira alone who does not fall on the final 
journey to the mountains because there is no blemish at all to be found in his character. Hence 
despite any misgivings we might have, it seems clear that for the Mahabharata the character 
and disposition displayed by Yudhishthira represent an ideal towards which all human beings 
should aspire, however difficult it might be to attain.

2. Duryodhana
Let us now move across almost to the other extreme and explore the dark side of 
human life, exemplified by the character of Duryodhana. I say ‘almost’ because 
Duryodhana is not entirely without redeeming features—he certainly stands above the 
awful Duhshasana and perhaps his maternal uncle Shakuni as well. Here is what I have 
written in Religious Doctrines in the Mahabharata about the character of Duryodhana 
and the lessons his representation offers to the world: 

The characterisation of Duryodhana forms an equally important aspect of the epic’s moral 
directives in indicating the traits and behaviour that are to be avoided by the righteous. He is 
never mild in his disposition, never gentle in his thoughts, words or deeds, and never forgiving 
of any offence, real or imagined. He burns with envy over the success of the Pandavas, he is 
avaricious for power and opulence, and whenever his will is opposed he is consumed with 
unrestrained wrath. He has no misgivings about the suffering he will cause through waging 
war. He is vindictive rather than forgiving and has no remorse; he has no real sense of right 
and wrong and he and Karna construct specious arguments that convince no one in order 
to justify their misdeeds (5.21.9-15). Even after the humiliation of the Pandavas at the dice 
match, his vindictiveness is such that he wishes to further relish their discomfiture by seeing 
them suffering in exile in the forest (3.226).

Unlike Yudhishthira, he shows scant respect for the elders of the family, rejecting the counsel 
of Gandhari, Vidura and others, frequently with a haughty irreverence. He is untruthful and 
dishonest, as when he lies to his father about the purpose of their journey to Dvaitavana 
to mock the Pandavas, and his obstinacy is such that he is never seen to alter his resolve in 
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light of superior advice. Whilst Yudhishthira is typically portrayed as contented with his lot, 
Duryodhana is beset by desires over which he has no self-restraint. He is a believer in the 
value of competitive endeavour and pursues this course with ruthless vigour. Yudhishthira is 
ready to compromise rather than fight, even if means an inequitable division of the kingdom, 
but Duryodhana not only refuses this course but states his belief in the value of competition 
as an impetus to success. In Chapter 50 of the Sabha-parvan, he makes an interesting 
speech in which he presents himself as a true follower of kshatriya-dharma, arguing that 
competition is inevitable, and anyone striving for the same goal must be recognised as one’s 
enemy (v. 22). He further urges that dissatisfaction with one’s lot is a positive quality, for 
such a state of mind is the root of prosperity—asamtoshah sriyo mulam (v.18).

From this short passage and the contrast it reveals between the characterisations of Duryodhana 
and Yudhishthira, we can get a fairly clear understanding of the broad moral position advocated 
by the Mahabharata. Of course Duryodhana displays qualities that most people would find 
objectionable in terms of his violence, selfishness and dishonesty, but it is also interesting 
to note the emphasis placed on tolerance and contentment in contrast to passion, desire 
and thrusting competitiveness. One might suggest that Yudhishthira epitomises the quality 
of sattva discussed by the Bhagavad Gita, while Duryodhana embodies the worst features of 
rajas. And if we look at Chapter 16 of the Gita, it seems that the depictions of the daivi sampad 
in verses 1 to 3 and the subsequent account of the asuri sampad are very much in line with the 
Mahabharata’s representation of the characters of Yudhishthira and Duryodhana.

Let us now look at a few extracts from the Mahabharata in which the character of Duryodhana 
is revealed in the course of its narrative.

Extract 1, from Chapters 226 to 235 of the Vana-parvan
Once, after the Pandavas had been exiled to the forest, Shakuni came to Duryodhana and 
spoke to him about the greatness he had achieved by this conquest, with all the kings of 
the world now paying homage to him. He spoke about the plight of the Pandavas. ‘You are 
a sovereign and they are stripped of sovereignty; you live in prosperity whilst they have 
nothing; you live in a state of affluence whilst theirs is a life of poverty. You should go now 
and flaunt your prosperity in front of them. What happiness can be more complete than 
that enjoyed by one who lives in prosperity viewing the adversity of his enemies? Think of 
the joy you will gain when you see Arjuna in a state of poverty, clad in the bark of trees, and 
Draupadi dressed in rags.’

Duryodhana was delighted by these words of his uncle, but he was upset because he thought 
that his father Dhritarashtra would never give permission for them to go Dvaitavana where 
the Pandavas were residing. He said to Karna, ‘I shall certainly feel delight at seeing Bhima, 
Arjuna and Draupadi living in poverty in the woods. The joy I feel at possessing sovereignty 
over the world is less than I would derive from seeing the sons of Pandu clad in clothes 
made from the bark of trees and Draupadi dressed in rags. If King Yudhishthira and Bhima 
look upon me in my state of affluence, then only will I feel that I have achieved the goal of 
my life. However, my father will never give his permission for this enterprise, so you must 
contrive some means by which we will be allowed to go there.’

Later Karna came to Duryodhana and suggested that they tell Dhritarashtra that they 
wished to go to Dvaitavana to check on the number of cows in their possession. So they 
approached Dhritarashtra with this request, taking with them a herdsman named Samanga 
who had been bribed to assist them in their schemes. Dhritarashtra accepted their petition 
at face value but he was aware that the Pandavas were dwelling in that region and hence 
expressed some reluctance. ‘After being defeated by deceitful means, the Pandavas are now 
living in the forest in a state of distress,’ he said. ‘Yudhishthira will never allow his anger to 
be aroused, but Bhima is passionate by nature and because of your pride and folly you are 
bound to cause them offence.’ Shakuni then replied to the blind king, ‘Don’t worry, we are 
going on this journey just to hunt and to count the number of cows we possess; we will not 
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go anywhere the Pandavas’ residence.’

Somewhat unwillingly, Dhritarashtra granted them permission and the three of them set 
out on their journey accompanied by a large military force. Arriving at Dvaitavana they 
camped in a place four miles from the Pandavas’ ashram with splendid pavilions erected 
for Duryodhana, Karna, Shakuni and each of Duryodhana’s brothers. Rich foodstuffs were 
cooked for them and entertainment was provided by dancers, musicians and storytellers. 
However, Chitrasena, the King of the Gandharvas was also sporting in that region and he 
ordered Duryodhana’s men to depart from the place and not to disturb his pleasures. When 
they refused, the Gandharvas launched an attack on the Kaurava host and routed the army, 
causing even Karna, Shakuni, Duhshasana and Duryodhana to flee for their lives. Duryodhana 
was hauled down from his chariot and brought before Chitrasena as a prisoner. In a state of 
terror some of the Kaurava soldiers fled to the place where the Pandavas were residing and 
begged for protection. When he learned of what had happened Bhima was delighted and 
said, ‘What we should have done, the Gandharvas have achieved for us! Our enemies have 
got just what they deserved.’ 

But Yudhishthira said, ‘This is no time for cruel words. These men are in a state of distress and 
have come to us for help and comfort. We may have had disagreements with Duryodhana 
and his allies, but they are still our relatives and the King of Gandharvas shows us a lack of 
respect by behaving in this way when we are near at hand. Arjuna should now go and set 
Duryodhana free and you should go as well to support him along with Sahadeva and Nakula.’ 
Arjuna accepted his elder brother’s instruction and the four of them armed themselves and 
set out to free their relatives who had been captured. Opposed by the Gandharva host, 
Arjuna then displayed his full prowess and quickly defeated the mightiest of their warriors. 
In fact Arjuna and Chitrasena were old friends and when they eventually met one another 
warm greetings were exchanged.

‘I knew that these Kauravas had come here to deride you, Arjuna, and for this reason I acted 
against them just to please you and your brothers,’ Chitrasena said. ‘If you would please 
us,’ Arjuna replied, ‘then set this Duryodhana free. This is the will of King Yudhishthira.’ 
Chitrasena said, ‘But these Kauravas came here for evil purposes, they do not deserve to be 
released. Let us go to Yudhishthira and give him a full explanation of what has happened.’

But even when Yudhishthira learned the full truth of the situation he still insisted on 
Duryodhana’s being released. ‘I am very pleased that you did not kill him,’ he said to 
Chitrasena, ‘and henceforth I regard you as my dear friend and ally.’ He then spoke 
affectionately to Duryodhana, ‘My dear brother, you have acted rashly and one can never 
gain satisfaction by thoughtless deeds. Be at peace with your brothers now. Return home 
and do not give way to unhappiness or grief.’ Without saying a word, Duryodhana saluted 
Yudhishthira and began to walk mechanically back towards his home, his heart filled with 
shame, grief and hatred for the Pandavas.

Extract 2, from Chapter 50 of the Shabha-parvan
After Yudhishthira had performed the great Rajasuya-yajña in Indraprastha and received 
the worship and praise of all the kings in the world, Duryodhana returned to his home in 
Hastinapur in a disconsolate state of mind. He came to his father, Dhritarashtra, and told 
him of the opulence and prosperity the Pandavas were enjoying in their newly established 
kingdom. All the great rulers of the earth had attended the ceremony and each one of them 
had brought wondrous gifts as offerings to Yudhishthira. Thus the Pandava king was enjoying 
wealth and sovereignty that had never been known by any previous king.

‘Seeing such prosperity in the son of Kunti, my lord, I no longer see any point in living!’ 
he exclaimed. ‘They are growing ever stronger whilst our power is in decline. Constantly 
thinking about this, my heart is never at peace. Hence I am plunged into a state of grief and 
growing pale and emaciated. ‘You are my eldest son, my dear one,’ Dhritarashtra replied. 
‘So do not be jealous. One who is jealous can never be happy. Yudhishthira is a righteous 



HS103 Module Three: The Mahabharata and the Ramayana

28

man and bears you no ill will. You are his equal both in wealth and in terms of friends and 
allies. Never striving to obtain the wealth of others, persevering in one’s own affairs and 
protecting what has been earned are the true marks of greatness. The sons of Pandu are 
like your own arms so do not turn against them; to quarrel with friends is a great sin. So give 
gifts of charity, fulfil your desires, enjoy the company of beautiful women and let your heart 
be at peace.’

Duryodhana then replied at length to his father: ‘One who has heard many things but has 
no intelligence will never understand the true import of the scriptures. You know so much, 
but you are not speaking wisely. You and I are bound together, so are you unaware of your 
own interests? Or are you hostile towards me? Your sons and allies are doomed to defeat 
simply because they have you as their ruler. If a man has a guide who merely follows the 
advice of others, then he is likely to trip over. How can his followers find the right path? You 
possess mature wisdom, you have learned the ancient teachings and your senses are under 
control, but you should not block those of us who are intent on pursuing our own interests. 
Bhrihaspati has taught that the dharma of kings is different to that of common men, and so 
kings must rigorously pursue their own interests.

The only criterion that should guide the conduct of a Kshatriya is the attainment of success. 
So regardless of whether the means are virtuous or wicked there must be no scruples. One 
who desires to snatch the prosperity of his enemy should bring all directions under his rule; 
a weapon is not just an instrument that cuts, but a means to defeat the foe. And anyone 
who causes a person distress, for whatever reason, is to be regarded as his enemy. To be 
discontented is in fact the root of prosperity, so I want to be discontented! A successful king 
is one who tries to gain the prosperity of others and any wealth that has been accumulated 
by another can be acquired by plunder. This is the custom of kings. Just as a snake will 
swallow frogs, so the Earth swallows kings who are peaceful.

Anyone who pursues the same goal as oneself is an enemy and anybody who foolishly 
neglects an enemy will be destroyed as if by an incurable disease. Never let the enemy’s 
prosperity be acceptable to you, for such a policy will become a great burden. One who 
seeks to expand his prosperity grows to greatness amongst his relatives, just as the body 
grows from childhood to the adult form. I covet the Pandavas’ prosperity but I have not 
yet made it my own and I still have doubts about my ability to take it from them. I am 
determined to resolve these doubts. I will either take their prosperity from them or die in 
battle whilst attempting to do so. What do I care for life, when the Pandavas are growing in 
power and wealth whilst our possessions know no increase?

Exercise
Read through these two extracts carefully and then write down in a series of bullet points 
the qualities of Duryodhana’s character they reveal. You might also consider the way in which 
Duryodhana is represented as a contrast to Yudhishthira. When you have done this read 
through the discussion that follows.

Discussion
These are two very different passages, one being primarily in narrative form and the other 
a speech in which Duryodhana reveals his philosophy of life. I think we can take it that the 
Mahabharata does not regard the second extract as one of its passages of religious discourse; 
it is not to be placed on the same level as the Bhagavad Gita! But it is still significant in as much 
as one can understand from it the type of ideas one should learn to avoid.

Our first passage shows Duryodhana in a particularly unfavourable light. Admittedly he is 
somewhat led astray by the ever devious Shakuni, but here also there is a lesson—one should 
be cautious in making friendships and seeking advice. Duryodhana is not a magnanimous victor 
and is never willing to put old enmities aside. There is a marked contrast here to Yudhishthira’s 
attitude towards Dhritarashtra that we witnessed above. Yudhishthira also displays a sense of 
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compassion even towards those who have wronged him; this is apparent in his attitude towards 
Jayadratha and here again towards Duryodhana himself. Duryodhana, however, again displays 
a completely contrasting attitude. The Pandavas have been defeated and stripped of all they 
possess. Duryodhana’s actions in achieving this might have been regarded as straightforward 
materialism, but his wish to enjoy the sight of their misery shows an even greater wickedness, 
a sense of malice that goes beyond the mere desire for gain and prosperity.

In his dealings with his father in both these passages, Duryodhana displays a lack of respect 
and again this attitude towards his elders is in marked contrast to that of Yudhishthira. He 
is moreover thoroughly dishonest, lying to Dhritarashtra about the purpose of their visit to 
Dvaitavana and concocting a devious subterfuge to cover his tracks. The idea that one might 
mock others and derive pleasure from their distress reveals an attitude that is utterly devoid of 
the quality of compassion, which is shown as being another feature of Yudhishthira’s dharmic 
identity. And finally we should also note Duryodhana’s response to the kindness shown to him 
by Yudhishthira. He shows no gratitude whatsoever towards one who has sacrificed his own 
interests to save him. Just the opposite, his malice and hatred towards his cousin grow ever 
more profound because of his indebtedness to him.

The vision of dharma presented by Duryodhana in our second passage is actually rather 
interesting and in some ways corresponds to the type of kshatriya-dharma Yudhishthira finds 
so repugnant. And of course we should not forget that after his death in battle Duryodhana 
gains a place amongst the gods by dint of his adherence to that kshatriya-dharma. Essentially 
here Duryodhana is arguing for intense competitive endeavour and the view that all those who 
are our rivals or are striving for the same goal are to be regarded as enemies and therefore 
undermined. It is a vision of the world based on ruthless individualism and the quest for 
personal gain in materialistic terms. Duryodhana suggests that this is true dharma for kings, 
the kshatriya- dharma, and to some extent this view is confirmed in Bhishma’s teachings on 
raja-dharma found in the first half of the Shanti-parvan and in the Artha Shastra of Kautilya. 
However, by placing these words in the mouth of Duryodhana, one of its least attractive 
characters, the Mahabharata seems to be suggesting that such ideas are wholly unacceptable. 
This is not a valid interpretation of dharma, despite the views of certain teachers. To understand 
the true nature of dharma we should turn to the Dharmaraja himself, for it is Yudhishthira 
who exemplifies and personifies the actuality of dharma whilst Duryodhana represents and 
propounds perverse and specious misrepresentations. The Mahabharata is here showing that 
we should not be single-minded individualists rigorously pursuing our own selfish goals; rather 
we must always prioritise consideration for the interests of others. Yudhishthira is known as 
Ajata-shatru, or ‘one whose enemy was never born’, for he is the well-wisher even of those 
who have wronged him. This is of course an almost impossible level of virtue to obtain, but 
it is the Mahabharata’s vision of dharma. As is often the case we can see again here how the 
Mahabharata’s narrative exemplifies the teachings of the Bhagavad Gita:

adharmam dharmam iti ya manyate tamasvrita

sarvarthan viparitams cha buddhih sa partha tamasi

‘The intelligence that is covered with darkness, which regards adharma as dharma and 
which has all its goals in the wrong direction, is intelligence dominated by the quality of 
tamas (darkness or ignorance).’ (Bhagavad Gita 18.32, translation by Nicholas Sutton)

This verse perfectly sums up Duryodhana’s misrepresentation of the nature of dharma in his 
speech to Dhritarashtra.

3. Dhritarashtra
Whilst Yudhishthira shows the very best of human nature and Duryodhana reveals some of 
our worst qualities, Dhritarashtra stands somewhere in between. As we saw above from his 
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conversation with his son, he understands the ideals of virtue and he would like to follow 
them, but at times his weakness and his attachment to his family prevents him from doing 
so. In this sense he shows another facet of the moral dilemma: it is not always enough to 
understand virtue and vice, we must also have the mental strength and self-mastery to put that 
understanding into practice.

He is of course born blind and for this reason the kingship is passed to his younger brother 
Pandu, which may have had an effect on his later attitudes where he does seem to be oppressed 
by a desire for sovereignty that dulls his sense of moral rectitude. He is no fool, however, 
and constantly seeks instruction on religious and moral matters from his brother Vidura and 
from his adviser Sanjay. The greatest passage of ethical instruction found in the Mahabharata, 
the Vidura-niti which covers chapters 33 to 41 of the Udyoga-parvan (Book 5), is delivered to 
Dhritarashtra at his own request and this is immediately followed by Sanat Sujata’s discourse 
to him on the subject of religious philosophy.

Dhritarashtra is a man who knows right from wrong and has a clear understanding of dharma, 
but his desires and attachments repeatedly pervert his adherence to the proper course. Hence 
at the beginning of the dispute between the Pandavas and their cousins over the sovereignty 
of the kingdom, he quite reasonably judges that there should be a division of land between 
the two factions, but then spoils this balanced judgement by giving his sons the best share. He 
is worried about the dice match but he still gives permission for it to go ahead and celebrates 
when they are winning. He then has further misgivings and decrees that the Pandavas and 
Draupadi should be given back their freedom and all that they have lost. Perhaps the most 
telling indictment of Dhritarashtra’s character comes from his own minister, Sanjaya, who is 
given the power to perceive all the events that take place on the battlefield. As he informs his 
master about the catastrophes that befall his army one after the other, he repeatedly inserts 
the view that this is the result of his misguided policies in favouring his sons over the Pandavas. 
On some occasions, Dhritarashtra tries to make the excuse of blaming destiny for the death 
and destruction that is taking place but Sanjaya will not allow this and says that this sort of 
philosophising is indulged in by the wicked and weak-minded who seek to excuse their own 
faults. 

Dhritarashtra therefore epitomises the virtuous person whose moral shortcomings arise 
because of weakness. He longs for the sovereignty his blindness deprived him of and he seeks to 
achieve it through the elevation of his own son. He knows that dharma should prevail and that 
justice should always be paramount, but his own selfishness prevents him from living up to his 
own standards and it is this weakness that ultimately leads to the slaughter at Kurukshetra. 

Dhritarashtra’s character is clearly exposed before, during and after the dice match when his 
sense of dharma and good policy are repeatedly undermined by his affection for his avaricious 
son and his desire for gain. Here is a brief summary of Dhritarashtra’s role in these terrible 
events, which lead inevitably to the ruination of the Kauravas. The passage begins immediately 
after the conversation between Duryodhana and his father recorded above.

Shakuni suggested to Dhritarashtra that in a dice match he would be able to win from 
Yudhishthira all the wealth and prosperity he had acquired as the ruler of Indraprastha. 
When Duryodhana asked permission for the game to go ahead, Dhritarashtra said that 
he would take advice from his brother, the wise Vidura. Duryodhana replied that Vidura 
was always against them and that no man should depend on the advice of another. When 
an opportunity for gain arises, one must grasp it. Dhritarashtra then complained that he 
thought the policy of turning powerful men into enemies was a bad one: ‘This will lead to 
war with all the terrible consequences that brings with it’.

Duryodhana then once again recommended the use of dice as a means to gain an advantage 
over their opponents, thereby opening the door to happiness. To this Dhritarashtra replied, 
‘Your words are not approved of by me. You do what you like but you will repent for this 
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action; action so devoid of dharma never brings prosperity. Vidura has taught me this. Fate 
has brought this destiny, which will mean the deaths of so many Kshatriyas.’

Having said this, the weak-minded Dhritarashtra regarded fate as supreme and unavoidable. 
Deprived of his reason by fate, and obedient to the advice of his son, he gave the order 
for a gambling hall to be constructed. Vidura advised against this, but now Dhritarashtra 
seemed determined to follow this course of action. ‘If fate is not against us,’ he said, ‘then 
this gambling will not lead to conflict. The whole world moves under the control of the 
Creator and the control of destiny. We are never free.’

When the dice match began and Yudhishthira was losing everything to Shakuni, Vidura again 
came to Dhritarashtra and begged him to call a halt to the proceedings. ‘Do not be swayed 
by your desire for profit,’ he said, ‘or else blinded by folly you will later have to repent 
for your deeds.’ But Duryodhana interrupted Vidura, accusing him of partiality towards the 
Pandavas, and Dhritarashtra remained silent, allowing the gaming to continue. Yudhishthira 
was defeated time and time again by Shakuni, leading ultimately to the loss of his liberty 
and the abominable insult to Draupadi. After this had taken place, jackals howled and asses 
brayed simultaneously, thereby presenting a fearful omen; Dhritarashtra then said to his 
son, ‘O wicked-minded Duryodhana! Destruction already came upon you when you insulted 
these noble men in this way, and even their wedded wife, Draupadi.’ He then offered 
Draupadi any boon she might desired, and at her request the five Pandava brothers were 
released from the bondage they were to endure as a result of Yudhishthira’s defeat in the 
gambling match.

As the Pandavas were about to depart, Yudhishthira spoke respectfully to his uncle. 
Dhritarashtra in turn praised Yudhishthira’s virtue and asked him not to retaliate for the 
insults they had received. After they had left, however, Duryodhana spoke to his father once 
again and persuaded him that the Pandavas would never forgive them for what had taken 
place there. They should be summoned back and after being defeated again at dice, banished 
to the forest for thirteen years. Dhritarashtra then said, ‘Bring back the Pandavas even if 
they have gone a good distance from here. Let them play at dice again.’ Drona, Bhishma, 
Somadatta, Vidura and other elders condemned this decision of the blind king. Gandhari 
came forward and urged her husband to abandon their son who seemed determined 
to bring about the destruction of their race. ‘You could not do it before because of your 
parental affection,’ she says, ‘but let your mind now be guided towards peace, dharma and 
true policy. Be true to your own beliefs and instincts. Prosperity gained by wicked means 
is soon destroyed but that which is gained without hostility descends from generation to 
generation.’

Even when he was advised in this way by his wife, Dhritarashtra would not relent. ‘If the 
destruction of our race is about to come, then it must be so. I cannot prevent it. Let it be as 
my sons wish it. Let the Pandavas return and the gambling resume.’ So the gambling match 
continued, the Pandavas were defeated again and were sent into exile. Dhritarashtra was 
then wracked by anxiety once again. He explained his misery to Sanjaya: ‘Why should I not 
be miserable when we will have to face the mighty Pandavas in battle?’ Sanjaya replied, 
‘This hostility is now inevitable and it is all due to your mistaken action; it will inevitably 
bring the wholesale destruction of the kings of the world.’

This outline of Dhritarashtra’s actions during the gambling match reveals his nature very 
clearly and shows how his instinct towards virtue is repeatedly subverted by his weakness and 
his selfish desire. In this sense Dhritarashtra is a very human character, and one who offers 
important lessons to all of us.

4. Draupadi
The three principal female characters in the Mahabharata present us with an interesting vision 
of the ideal feminine role and disposition. These characterisations are even more fascinating 
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because the Mahabharata also includes passages of direct teaching about the sri-dharma, 
the dharma appropriate for a woman. These are found in Bhishma’s deathbed instructions to 
Yudhishthira in the Anushasana-parvan (Book 13) and in a discussion between Draupadi and 
Krishna’s wife Satyabhama, which covers Chapters 222 and 223 of the Vana-parvan (Book 3). 
In these passages we find a consistent emphasis on the subservience of women to their male 
counterparts and an insistence on a mood of reverence being maintained by a wife for her 
husband. If these ideas seem rather outmoded in the modern era of gender equality, then the 
behaviour of Draupadi, Kunti and Gandhari present a rather different picture, for these are 
intelligent, educated and virtuous women who have no hesitation whatsoever in pointing out 
the shortcomings of their menfolk and setting them on the proper path. We have already seen 
this tendency in relation to Gandhari’s discussion with Dhritarashtra during the dice match. 
Here is what Religious Doctrines in the Mahabharata has to say about all three of the main 
female characters.

There is no doubt that the women described in the narrative passages behave in a manner 
that is notably different from that prescribed by the teachings of the Anushasana-parvan, 
but the question remains as to how far this portrayal represents a radically alternative view 
of the social status that women may aspire towards. The three most prominent female 
characters are Draupadi, the wife of the Pandavas, Kunti, their mother, and Gandhari, 
the mother of the Kauravas. Attempting to establish doctrine from narrative portrayals is 
inevitably problematic, for one can never be absolutely certain of the authors’ attitude to 
individual characters. It appears, however, that all three of these women are to be viewed 
in a positive light, though there are hints that each of them is to be understood as prone to 
feminine weakness.

With regard to marriage, it is to be noted that whilst the Anushasana-parvan recommends 
that girls be married before puberty this does not appear to be the practice of the society 
described in the narrative. Kunti has already born a son before she is married to Pandu as 
has Satyavati prior to her marriage to Shantanu. After her rejection by Bhishma and Salva, 
Amba is able to wander the earth and make her own decisions in a manner that indicates 
an adult level of maturity. Draupadi likewise was not a child bride; she is the twin sister of 
Dhrishtadyumna who at the time of her wedding plays an adult role in the affairs of state, 
and the beauty of Draupadi, referred to at the time of her svayamvara, is clearly of an adult 
nature giving rise to feelings of lust in all who behold her. Though the age of the girls at the 
time of their marriage is rarely specified, there is no indication in the narrative of girls being 
married before puberty.

There is a very obvious disparity between the instructions imparted to Satyabhama by 
Draupadi about how a wife should serve her husband and the actual behaviour of the 
heroine in her personal dealings. Throughout she is depicted as a woman of strong emotions 
and developed opinions, well-educated and never afraid to express her point of view in 
predominantly male assemblies. In the Vana-parvan she directly confronts Yudhishthira 
about his course of action and also about his understanding of dharma, citing relevant 
authorities in support of her arguments. It is noteworthy that Yudhishthira responds to 
his wife by putting forward his own view of the course that dharma dictates but without 
condemning her opposition to his will as inappropriate for a woman.

This scene in particular characterises the female role of saha-dharmini, for when the 
husband behaves in what she sees as an improper manner it is the partner’s duty to speak 
out to correct him. Throughout the Mahabharata we find Draupadi prepared to criticise 
her husbands’ behaviour if she thinks their actions are ill-advised. In Chapter 17 of the 
Virata-parvan she complains at length to Bhima about the conduct of Yushishthira in a 
manner completely at odds with the advice she has previously given Satyabhama. Here she 
blames her eldest husband for the insults to which she has been subjected and criticises 
his weakness for gambling. Later, after victory has been won and Yudhishthira is proposing 
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to abandon the kingdom for a life of religious penance, she goes so far as to brand him an 
atheist opposed to dharma and urges that the other Pandavas ignore their brother and rule 
the kingdom without him (12.14.33).

It may be that Draupadi is a unique case of a particularly independent female who will not 
accept the strictures conventionally placed on those of her sex. Nonetheless, her displays of 
independent thought are not unique amongst the epic heroines. Kunti never opposes her 
husband to the extent that Draupadi does, but she is never provoked to the same extent. 
She is, however, able to debate with Pandu about what course should be pursued in order to 
secure an heir after the curse of lifelong celibacy has been placed upon him (1.112-113). She 
is devoted to her husband and the satisfaction of his wishes, but still appears as far more of 
an equal partner than is dictated by the epic’s didactus, to the extent that she feels able to 
disagree with Pandu on certain principles and urge an alternative course of action.

The one fact regarding Gandhari known to all Hindus is her constant wearing of a blindfold 
out of consideration for Dhritarashtra. There is little doubt as to the significance of this 
gesture; recognising that her sight renders her superior to her blind husband, she acts to 
prevent this and preserve his superiority in all respects. Here she is behaving in a manner 
that accords absolutely with the views of dharma-shastra. On the other hand, she is an 
individual who warrants respect from all and when she recognises that the kingdom is on the 
verge of catastrophe she does not hesitate to condemn her husband for his folly in favouring 
his own sons and failing to exercise proper control over their behaviour (5.127.11f).

The relationship between the two mothers, Kunti and Gandhari, and their grown sons who 
have a position of political power is also enlightening. Despite the fact that both the Pandavas 
and Kauravas have come into their own estates and are the rulers of flourishing kingdoms, 
both groups remain deferential to their mothers, worshipping them with reverence and 
listening to their advice in both personal and political matters. The difference is that the 
righteous Pandavas always act on the order of their mother as if it were a divine injunction, 
whereas the deviant Kauravas ignore that of Gandhari and are destroyed. It is apparent that 
it is in the role of mother that a woman enjoys the highest prestige in epic society. Though 
she may be subject to the will of her husband and socially disenfranchised, within the home 
the matriarch is a figure of authority and to disrespect that authority is to stray dangerously 
in the sphere of adharma. (pp. 431-433)

This passage deals with the roles played by all three of the principal female characters, but the 
point made applies equally to each of them. Whilst in some spheres of life women seem to play 
a secondary role, this does not mean that they are powerless victims; they have a voice that 
is to be heard and when required take centre stage in the most crucial debates. Perhaps the 
most noteworthy point here is the dissonance between the view of women presented in the 
dharma-shastric passages of the Mahabharata and the actual conduct of its female characters. 
This is most apparent in relation to Draupadi who in the Draupadi-Satyabhama-Samvada 
(Chapters 222 to 224 of the Vana-parvan) gives a version of the ideal female conduct that she 
herself does not appear to live by. Let us conclude this section by looking at two short passages 
that clearly draw out this difference. The first passage is taken from Draupadi’s instruction to 
Satyabhama, the wife of Krishna, and the second forms part of the debate between Draupadi 
and Yudhishthira immediately following the gambling match and their exile to the forest

Extract 1: From Chapter 222 of the Vana-parvan
Hear now about the behaviour I always adopt towards the illustrious sons of Pandu. 
Restraining jealousy, with devotion in my heart and without any sense of degradation over 
performing menial duties, I constantly serve my husbands. I serve the sons of Pritha (Kunti) 
with fear of saying what is evil or false, with fear of walking or sitting in an improper manner, 
or showing my feelings through the look in my eye. I never bathe, eat or sleep until my 
husband, or even his servants, has done so. When he returns from the field, forest or town 
I immediately stand to greet my husband with water and kind words. I always keep the 
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house, household articles and food well ordered and tidy. I keep the foodstuffs very carefully 
and always serve meals at the proper time. I never indulge in angry or fretful speech and 
never behave like women who are wicked. I am never idle and always behave in a pleasing 
manner. I never laugh except at my husband’s jests and I never linger for a long time at the 
door of the house. I refrain from loud joking, I never display great passion and never do 
anything that might give offence. If there is anything that my husband does not like to eat 
or drink, then I renounce it utterly. With my whole heart dedicated to a mood of humility 
and the rules of proper conduct, I serve my meek, virtuous and truthful lords, regarding 
them as venomous snakes who might be angered by any trifling fault. The eternal dharma 
for a woman rests on her respect for her husband. For a wife the husband is a god and her 
only refuge, so how can she injure him in any way? In eating, sleeping or dressing I never act 
against my husband’s wishes and am always guided by him. 

Extract 2: From Chapters 28 to 34 of the Vana-parvan
While the Pandavas were sitting in the forest, Draupadi began to speak to her husband 
Yudhishthira, bewailing the misfortune that had come upon them. ‘My heart, O king, knows 
no peace. When you see Bhima living in the forest like this, why does you anger not blaze 
forth? He is quite ready at this moment to kill all of the Kauravas in battle, but he must live 
in sorrow because you insist on keeping your promise. For his enemies, Arjuna is just like 
Yama. It was because of his prowess that all the kings paid homage to you at the Rajasuya-
yajña. When you see Arjuna so sorrowful and anxious, how is it that you do not display 
your indignation? I grieve that your wrath does not blaze forth when you see Arjuna who 
is used to a life of luxury reduced to this state. By himself Arjuna can defeat a host of gods 
or asuras; why do you not rise in anger when you see him in exile? Why does your anger 
not blaze forth when you see Nakula in exile who is such a handsome young man, so young 
and so adept at fighting with the sword? When you see Madri’s son Sahadeva in exile, why 
do you still pardon your enemies? Why does your anger not arise when you see Nakula 
and Sahadeva in such distress, who are so undeserving of distress? Why do you pardon 
your enemies when you see me in exile, for I am the daughter of Drupada, the sister of 
Dhrishtadyumna, the daughter-in-law of Pandu and the wife of heroes. Verily you have no 
anger at all; how else could it be that you remain unmoved at the sight of your brothers 
and myself in such distress? It is said that no Kshatriya in the world is bereft of anger, but in 
you I see a refutation of these words. Any Kshatriya who does not find his energy when the 
opportunity arises is ever disregarded by all creatures. Therefore, O king, you should not 
extend such forgiveness to your enemies. With exertion you can kill them all. Similarly, a 
Kshatriya who is not appeased when the time for forgiveness comes is hated by all creatures 
and meets with destruction.’

Draupadi then recited to Yudhishthira the story of a conversation between Prahlada and 
his son Virochana in which Prahlada explains that sometimes a king must be aggressive 
and on other occasions show forgiveness, depending on the circumstances. Both might 
and forgiveness are equally a part of dharma. She concluded this story with the words, ‘I 
think therefore that the time has now come for you to show your strength. Now is not the 
time to show forgiveness to the sons of Dhritarashtra who always injure us. A humble and 
forgiving person is always disregarded, while those who are fierce persecute others. He is 
indeed a true king who has recourse to both might and forgiveness when the time for each 
is appropriate.’ Yudhishthira responded to this speech with a lengthy condemnation of the 
evils that arise from anger. He praised the power of forgiveness: ‘Forgiveness is dharma; 
forgiveness is yajña; forgiveness is the Veda; forgiveness is the Shruti. One who understands 
can forgive everything for forgiveness is Brahman; forgiveness is penance and austerity; 
forgiveness is punya (piety); it is forgiveness that holds the world in place.’

After hearing her husband’s speech, Draupadi replied, ‘I bow to the gods Dhatri and Vidhatri 
(the Ordainer and Controller) who have taken away your good sense. Your views are different 
to those of your father and grandfather. Due to their actions people gain different positions 
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in life. Actions produce inevitable results and it is just folly to try to escape from these results. 
In this world prosperity can never be gained through dharma, gentleness, forgiveness, 
honesty and fear of criticism. If this were not the case then this calamity would never have 
befallen you. Neither in your days of prosperity nor in this present time of adversity, have 
you ever known anything dearer to you than dharma. Everyone knows that your kingdom 
was ruled for dharma alone and your very life was for dharma alone. You might abandon 
Bhima, Arjuna, the twins and myself, but you will never abandon dharma. I have heard that 
a king protects dharma and dharma protects the king, but I see that dharma gives you no 
protection at all. Through some perversity of mind you staked and lost your kingdom, your 
wealth, your weapons, your brothers and myself. You are simple, gentle, liberal, modest and 
truthful, so how, O king, could you be tempted towards the vice of gambling? I am deprived 
of my senses and overwhelmed by grief on seeing the distress and calamity that have come 
upon you.’

Exercise
When you have read through these two passages, write down your answers to the following 
two questions and then read through the discussion that follows:

1. What do these passages reveal about the role and conduct of women as taught 
by the Mahabharata?

2. What differences of perspective do you detect between them?
Discussion

1. The first passage broadly restates the view found elsewhere in Hindu dharma-
shastra regarding the stri-dharma, the dharma for a woman. The idea here is 
that a woman’s primary duty is to serve her husband with absolute fidelity and 
to accept a secondary or even subservient role. We find this view expressed 
in the Manu Smriti and also in the Anushasana-parvan of the Mahabharata 
where Bhishma is the teacher. We might also note, however, that later on in 
her discourse to Satyabhama, Draupadi explains that as a part of the service 
she renders to her husbands she undertakes the administration of the royal 
household. So she is by no means a figure who waits always in the background. 
And in our second extract we perhaps gain a more realistic insight into the 
nature of relationships between husband and wife. Many modern women, 
Hindu and non-Hindu alike, will certainly feel that the idea of stri-dharma 
advocated by Draupadi is inappropriate for a modern lifestyle where gender 
equality is increasingly the norm. Where Draupadi speaks to Yudhishthira about 
his conduct and his demeanour we can see evidence of exactly that type of 
egalitarian interaction. She is an educated, intelligent woman and when the 
situation arises, she does not hesitate to put forward her own point of view 
on worldly matters. The Draupadi we encounter here is certainly not accepting 
any sense of inferiority and she clearly regards her own opinions as being 
equally valid to those of her husband. Hence from this brief vignette of the 
Pandava household, we can understand that a woman is able to interact with 
her husband and express her own views without always deferring to him as her 
superior or her deity.

2. There is a rather obvious dissonance between the pattern of conduct 
recommended by Draupadi to Satyabhama and the way she herself behaves 
towards Yudhishthira, and each passage provides an interesting complement to 
the other. So often in Hindu studies we find that teachings on any given subject 
are not simple or clear cut. We are often shown illustrations of divergent ideas, 
and then we are left to draw our own conclusions and this applies particularly to 
the Mahabharata. Hence if one wishes to learn from this great work about the 
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ideal conduct of a woman, different possibilities are offered and one is left to 
think, reflect and ultimately reach one’s own conclusion. Here Draupadi seems 
to advocate the view that a wife should show absolute subservience to her 
husband, but in the conversation she feels quite able to criticise his conduct 
and his appreciation of dharma. She feels that Yudhishthira is wrong to accept 
the Kauravas’ triumph in the gambling match and she says quite openly that 
his judgement has been clouded. This stands in marked contrast to the view 
she expressed to Satyabhama that a wife should regard her husband as a god 
and never say or do anything that might offend him. On the other hand, if we 
read Draupadi’s words of instruction carefully we will see that what she is really 
suggesting is that a wife must always help her husband and make his life easier. 
Hence one might say that at times help and support can come in the form of 
properly worded criticism and that in this way some reconciliation can be found 
between the two perspectives.

Conclusion
This brief consideration of some of the Mahabharata’s principal characters is certainly 
less than complete, but I think it does give a considerable insight into the way this text 
works in providing instruction in a narrative form. It is important to be aware that the 
instruction the Mahabharata gives is not simplistic or one-dimensional. Life is complex, 
religion is complex and the questions about the proper way to conduct one’s life cannot 
be answered properly in a simplistic manner. In my view one of the great strengths of 
the Mahabharata and the manner in which it tells its story is that it avoids unrealistic 
simplicity in its narrative discourse. There is good and there is evil, but the contrast 
between them is complex, as it is in the world we experience. The Mahabharata shows 
us situations and types of person but it very often leaves the conclusion to our own 
judgement. Even in the conversation between Draupadi and Yudhishthira described 
above there will be some who feel that Draupadi is correct whilst others will tend 
towards Yudhishthira’s tolerance. In a wonderful manner the Mahabharata places 
different options and possibilities before us, showing their strengths and their problems; 
and in the end we ourselves must decide which course to pursue—for the Mahabharata 
and indeed much of Hindu teaching is less than absolute and has a tendency to avoid 
simplistic dogmatisation.
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Session Three: Issues Explored by the Mahabharata

As we have already noted, the Mahabharata is a vast work which consists of a complex central 
narrative interspersed with extensive passages of religious and moral instruction. In both its 
introduction (1.56.33) and its conclusion (18.5.38) it refers to itself in these words:

dharme charthe ca kame ca mokshe ca bharatarshaba

yad ihasti tad anyatra yan nehasti na tat kvacit

‘O Lord of the Bharatas, in relation to dharma, prosperity, fulfilment of desires and liberation 
from rebirth, whatever is here may be found elsewhere but whatever is not here does not 
exist.’

In other words, the whole of Hindu dharma is to be found within the Mahabharata. Some may 
feel that this is something of an exaggeration, but the point remains that the Mahabharata 
sees itself as dealing with every aspect of religious life. And hence it becomes rather difficult to 
isolate the main issues explored by the text. I propose therefore to look firstly at the narrative 
portions, which tell in great detail of the conflict between the Pandavas and the Kauravas, 
and to try to highlight what might be regarded as the main themes for discussion that our 
story illuminates. Then in the next session we can look at some of the ideas dealt with in the 
passages of direct religious instruction contained within the Mahabharata. 

The central narrative explores many interconnecting themes, some of which we have 
already noted in looking at how virtue and wickedness are represented in the text through its 
complex characterisations. For our purposes here, however, I want to concentrate on two of 
principal ideas, the question of dharma and the nature of God. Dharma, which might perhaps 
be translated as ‘religion’, ‘religious duty’ or just ‘right action’, is an idea that is repeatedly 
referred to by the Mahabharata. There is, however, a lack of consensus on how dharma is to be 
understood, for dharma is a subtle matter. For Yudhishthira, dharma means the great virtues 
that are understood in most human societies, but for others dharma refers to the social duties 
incumbent on an individual through his or her position in society. And at times there may be 
tensions between the social dharma of the Kshatriyas in our story and the concept of dharma 
as virtue, enunciated repeatedly by the Dharmaraja. The one principal character not referred 
to in our previous session is of course Krishna; and that was because Krishna is not a human 
character at all but rather a manifestation of Narayana, the Supreme Deity, descended to this 
world for the purpose of sustaining dharma. Hence in one sense the Mahabharata is an avatar 
story that reveals the presence of the divine in the world of humanity. So in the second phase 
of this session we will look briefly at the Mahabharata’s ideas about the nature of God and its 
exposition on the doctrine of avatar.

Dharma in the Mahabharata
The Mahabharata explores in great detail the question of how people should live their lives and 
what mode of conduct can be considered to be dharma. It is recognised that this is a complex 
matter and I would suggest that the text itself refrains from offering a clear-cut answer. We do 
have a precise distinction drawn between good and evil; we know very well that the Pandavas 
are righteous and that Duryodhana’s faction is iniquitous and adharmic. Within the realm of 
virtue, however, we can detect some marked variations, which at times become drawn more 
starkly in direct verbal confrontations between individual characters. In our previous session, 
we saw how Draupadi rejected Yudhishthira’s notion of dharma, comparing it to weakness 
and indecision. And what is perhaps most notable of all is that these same divisions can be 
detected in modern Hindu thought with some favouring Gandhi’s emphasis on tolerance and 
non-injury, whilst others argue for a more resolute and vigorous form resistance to enemies 
and aggressors.



HS103 Module Three: The Mahabharata and the Ramayana

38

This topic is covered in some depth in Chapter 7 of Religious Doctrines in the Mahabharata, 
and I will now try to present a summary of the ideas presented therein before going on to look 
at specific passages.

The Anushasana-parvan (Book 13) in particular contains detailed instruction on the 
performance of various types of ritual action such as puja, charity, fasting and pilgrimage, 
which bring a positive result in terms of material gain in this world or elevation to a desirable 
form of rebirth after death. Such ritual acts still form a significant part of contemporary Hindu 
religious practice and can be regarded as a form of dharma or ethical conduct. However, in 
terms of how one should live one’s life and conduct oneself in relation to others three ethical 
tendencies are identified; these are designated as 

1. The ritual ethics of social duty
2. The moral ethics of virtuous conduct
3. The ascetic ethics of renunciation—the moksha-dharma

Here we should note that ‘ritual’ ethics does not just include the type of rituals discussed in 
the Anushasana-parvan and elsewhere, but includes the ritualised social conduct based on 
the four varnas or social classes: Brahman, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Shudra. The social duty of a 
Kshatriya is very different from that of a Brahman for he is expected to be warlike, aggressive 
and heroic, whilst a Brahman should have a more peaceful demeanour and always endeavour 
to avoid any form of quarrel or hostility. The form of ritualised social conduct also includes the 
stri-dharma, or duties of a woman, referred to in the previous session.

The moral ethics are based on the great virtues universally admired by human beings 
and emphasised consistently in Hindu dharma. These virtues are recommended not just for 
one varna but for all of humanity and include good qualities such as tolerance, forgiveness, 
generosity, kindness, truthfulness and compassion for others. The ascetic ethics are 
recommended for those who have reached the level of spiritual progression that allows them 
to devote their whole lives to the pursuit of moksha by giving up the world and living in isolation 
from conventional human society. Such persons renounce all interest in worldly pleasure and 
prosperity and devote their existence entirely to gaining release from rebirth, and hence the 
ethics that govern their lifestyle are notably distinct from those pertaining to persons who 
remain in the world and live according to a different notion of dharma.

Of course, having three rather different interpretations of dharma can be problematic and 
tensions inevitably arise as a result. The wisdom of the Mahabharata is such that it recognises 
that there can be no simplistic reconciliation; rather we must become aware that dharma is 
not just an easy codes of dos and don’ts. The Mahabharata explores these tensions and uses 
them to enhance the drama of its narrative, with some characters committed absolutely to the 
Kshatriya code and others refusing to accept any type of behaviour that appears to contravene 
the great virtues they revere.

More specifically, we observe how Yudhishthira consistently emphasises the moral 
interpretation of dharma and refuses to allow his Kshatriya identity to ever take precedence 
over that commitment. We have seen how his mild response to the loss of the kingdom brought 
about a disagreement with Bhima and Draupadi who hold to the view that this kind of gentle 
disposition is not appropriate for a Kshatriya. Yudhishthira, on the other hand, takes the view 
that kshatriya-dharma tends towards the degradation of humanity as it leads an individual to 
abandon virtue in pursuit of victory and power. On the battlefield, kshatriya-dharma dictates 
that a warrior chieftain should use every means at his disposal to gain victory, for the end 
justifies the means, but Yudhishthira is very reluctant to employ the deception required as 
the only means to overcome the mighty Drona. Here we might think that Yudhishthira is 
morally right, but that his position is too idealistic and perhaps inappropriate for life in the 
‘real world’. There are times when evil must be opposed and a Kshatriya cannot afford to be 
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overly concerned with this type of virtue if he is to rule effectively and overcome enemies 
who seek to disturb the peace and afflict honest citizens. From a modern perspective one 
might ask whether one would prefer a non-violent, tolerant, gentle, benevolent policeman to 
arrive if one’s house was being burgled. He might be highly virtuous but he might not be the 
man for those circumstances. The point here is that virtue must be given priority, but at the 
same time society has to be able to function effectively and to protect itself from pernicious 
elements. As the Mahabharata shows, the problem of dharma rests on how to reconcile these 
two imperatives.

To a significant extent the ascetic ethics stand apart from this debate for it is recognised 
that they apply only to a certain type of person who has set himself apart from the main body 
of society. Moreover, the teachings on ascetic ethics do not form an integral part of the central 
narrative for the obvious reason that apart from Vyasa none of the main characters are living as 
renunciants or sadhus. It is in the Shanti-parvan (Book 12) and the Ashvamedhika-parvan (Book 
14) where we find an emphasis placed on ascetic ethics, and this occurs in conjunction with 
the moksha-dharma teachings on Samkhya, Yoga, and renunciation of the world. This confining 
of ascetic ethics to a small section of humanity minimises the potential for disagreements to 
arise, but it does not do so entirely. The ascetic code places great emphasis on the practice of 
ahimsa, non-violence or not harming, and at times this emphasis takes the form of vehement 
condemnation of the Vedic ritual because of the element of animal sacrifice that this entails. 
Moreover, problems can arise if a wide section of the population accepts the view that moksha 
is the highest goal and starts to make it their immediate priority. Historically, this became an 
issue in the early years of the Buddhist era when kings and other leaders of society, perhaps 
most notably the emperor Ashoka, decided that they too would pursue the goal of nirvana 
as taught by the Buddha. The problem that arises then is whether the ascetic dharma of the 
Buddha, which is most suitable for monks, can be effectively practised by persons who have 
demanding worldly duties to fulfil. It is at this point that the teachings of the Bhagavad Gita 
become particularly relevant, and we must not forget that the Gita is very much a part of the 
Mahabharata and that its teachings should be understood in that context.

I will return to the role played by the Bhagavad Gita in resolving the Mahabharata’s 
considerations of dharma a little later, but first I want to take a few short passages from different 
parts of the text and look at the light they shed on the different perspectives on dharma we 
have considered. Within the narrative the main point of contention is whether Yudhishthira is 
right and dharma is primarily the great virtues of an enlightened person or whether dharma 
is more to do with the functioning of society and an individual’s varna or social duty. It is 
important to be aware that the Mahabharata never provides a final resolution of this question; 
we are not told definitively whether Yudhishthira is right or wrong. Rather the text presents 
us with various scenes that highlight the ethical dilemma and ultimately we are left to draw 
our own conclusions. In that sense one might stress again that the Mahabharata is a uniquely 
Hindu work. The question of ascetic ethics becomes more prominent in relation to ritual acts 
of violence, and perhaps more significantly the question of whether the quest for moksha can 
be accepted by every type of  person regardless of their position in society. 

We have already seen how after the Pandavas have been cheated out of their kingdom 
at the dice match, Yudhishthira insists that they keep their word by remaining in exile for the 
designated period. Draupadi disagrees with this decision, arguing that a Kshatriya must be a 
man of action who never hesitates to counter his foe without being overly preoccupied with 
the niceties of moral stipulations. And who is right here? Do we favour Bhima’s violent and 
aggressive response towards Duryodhana’s cruel misdeeds or is Yudhishthira truly expressing 
the highest form of virtue in his insistence on tolerance and restraint? Let us now move 
forward in the story to the Udyoga-parvan (Book 5), the Book of Preparations. The terms of 
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the exile have now been satisfied but Duryodhana will not restore the Pandavas’ kingdom to 
them, thereby clearly breaching their sworn agreement. Now various warriors and kings gather 
around Yudhishthira, bringing with them their military might, getting ready to make war on his 
behalf against the Kauravas.

Extract 1, Udyoga-parvan (Book 5), Chapter 70
When word reached Hastinapura that the Pandavas had assembled a mighty host in order to 
wage war against the Kauravas, Dhritarashtra sent Sanjaya, his adviser, as a peace emissary. 
Yudhishthira greeted Sanjaya with courtesy and respect, knowing him to be a man of virtue 
and wisdom. However, the message sent by Dhritarashtra was full of duplicitous words; he 
argued that peace is always better than war and therefore as a righteous man Yudhishthira 
should give up his warlike intentions. He made no mention of the wrongs the Pandavas 
had been forced to endure and did not offer to restore the Pandavas’ kingdom to them, as 
was their right. Perhaps hoping that Yudhishthira’s mild disposition would again prevail and 
seeking to take advantage thereof, he asked him for a peaceful resolution of their differences 
but offered nothing in return.

When Sanjaya had rather shamefacedly delivered his message and departed, Yudhishthira 
turned to Krishna and begged him to protect and support them now that the hour of their 
trial had arrived. To this Krishna replied, ‘Here I am, O mighty one. Tell me what you wish of 
me. I will do whatever you ask.’ Yudhishthira then spoke to Krishna about the misfortunes of 
poverty they had been forced to endure because of Duryodhana’s vindictive nature and the 
support given by Dhritarashtra to his son. ‘There is no distress equal to that which one feels 
as a result of poverty!’ he exclaimed. ‘You have seen all these events unfold, O Madhava. 
We will try first to make peace with our enemies, but if that fails then we must take up arms 
in a righteous cause. However, the slaughter of kinsmen and elders will indeed be a sinful 
act, as Sanjaya has said, so what is to be gained from battle? Alas, this kshatriya-dharma is 
indeed sinful (papah kshatriya-dharmo ‘yam, v. 46) and we have taken birth amongst the 
Kshatriyas.

‘A Shudra renders service, a Vaishya lives by trade, and a Brahman lives by begging, but we 
must live by slaughtering others. A fish lives by killing fish, a dog lives by killing dogs and a 
Kshatriya lives by killing other Kshatriyas. O Krishna, Kali [as in Kali-yuga] always dwells on 
the battlefield. Lives are lost everywhere around and the outcome is dependent on destiny 
rather than our desire or endeavour. A coward may slay a hero and an unknown person may 
slay a famous warrior. Both parties cannot win nor can both be defeated, but on both sides 
there will be death and tragedy. If a Kshatriya runs from the battlefield, he loses both fame 
and prosperity, but in all circumstances war is wicked (sarvatha vrijinam yuddham, v. 53). 
Who is not himself damaged when he hurts another? Even if a person wins victory, he will 
still suffer losses as his friends, children and relatives are struck down in battle. We see, O 
Janardana, that those who are quiet, modest, virtuous and compassionate are usually killed 
in warfare whilst the wicked escape with their lives. Even after killing enemies, still one’s 
heart will be afflicted by remorse for this cruel deed. 

‘Once violence begins it progresses in an endless cycle. The friends and relatives of slain 
kings will regroup and counterattack and so it continues without ever finding a resolution. It 
may be true, O Madhusudana, that exterminating the foe completely may lead to enduring 
prosperity, but such an act is most cruel. We do not wish to give up our kingdom nor do we 
wish to annihilate our entire race. Therefore peace is the best course, even if it is obtained 
through our personal humiliation. When those who strive consistently for peace find 
reconciliation impossible, then only is the time for war and terrible events must ensue. In 
a quarrel between dogs first there is tale wagging, then barking, then showing teeth, then 
loud roars and only at last there is a fight. In such a contest the strongest dog will triumph 
and take the meat away from his defeated antagonist. It is exactly the same with men; there 
is no difference. Those who are weak must bow down and show respect to those who are 
powerful.’
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It is after this speech that Yudhishthira asks Krishna to act as a peace emissary on his behalf. 
Krishna goes to Hastinapura and argues the justice of the Pandava cause before the Kaurava 
assembly, but Duryodhana will not listen to reason. In fact he tries to make Krishna a captive, 
though the futility of such a scheme is revealed when the vishva-rupa is displayed by the 
Lord.

The reason I have quoted at some length from Yudhisthira’s speech here is that it highlights 
the tensions that exist between his notion of dharma as virtue and the ideals of kshatriya-
dharma and the difficulties involved in reconciling the two views. In the Mahabharata, Bhima, 
Dhrishtadyumna, Draupadi and others repeatedly argue that because they are Kshatriyas their 
dharma is to wage war and to punish the wrongdoers, but as we can see here Yudhishthira’s 
notion of dharma is rather different. So who is right? When you have read through the passage, 
write down your answers to the questions asked below and then read through the discussion 
that follows.

1. What arguments does Yudhishthira give here against the practice of kshatriya-
dharma?

2. What qualities does Yudhishthira suggest or imply here as an alternative 
interpretation of dharma?

3. What do you think is Yudhishthira’s point in using the metaphor of dogs fighting 
over meat?

Discussion
1. Yudhishthira’s attitude is interesting here, for his words indicate that in his view 

kshatriya-dharma is not really dharma at all. It is the prescribed duty for the 
social class he has been born into, but in his view the activities it entails are 
loathsome and unrighteous. He first refers to the killing of relatives, in a manner 
that is rather similar to Arjuna’s statements at the beginning of the Bhagavad 
Gita. Such killing is not dharma but papa, a word that literally means the 
wickedness that leads to misfortune in the next life. He explains this assertion 
by means of a number of points:

a. He makes reference to Kali-yuga, the worst of all the ages in Hindu 
cosmology, the time when quarrel, strife and wickedness abound. For 
Yudhishthira the age of Kali exists on the field of battle and that is where 
the Kshatriya executes his dharma.

b.  He says that the outcome of battle is always uncertain and that even in 
times of victory one must suffer losses, as friends and relatives are slain 
by the foe.

c. In battle those who possess the dharmic qualities of gentility, modesty, 
virtue and compassion are usually defeated whilst those who are violent 
and aggressive typically prevail. Hence within the purview of kshatriya-
dharma, true dharma does not appear to prosper.

d. Even if he triumphs in battle, a virtuous person suffers remorse for the 
death and suffering he has caused.

e. Violence never resolves any issue, but just continues an ongoing cycle 
of vengeance and retribution. The survivors of a defeat will regroup 
and counterattack with renewed determination because their hearts 
are hardened by the defeat and loss they have suffered. This can only 
be avoided if one exterminates the entire family of an enemy, but no 
virtuous person would perform such an act.

2. This is a rather more difficult question as the answer is suggested rather than 
stated overtly. Yudhishthira is here arguing that even if acts of violence and 
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warfare do form a part of kshatriya-dharma, they are still inherently adharmic. 
He does refer to quietness, modesty, virtue, and compassion as good qualities 
and from this we may infer that he sees these as the dharmic antithesis of the 
Kshatriya values he regards as sin, or papa. He also suggests in the final paragraph 
that he is willing to accept personal humiliation in order to arrive at a peaceful 
outcome, and again this is something that a typical Kshatriya like Duryodhana 
or even Bhima would never accept. Whereas a follower of kshatriya-dharma 
would regard warfare as heroic and a path to eternal glory, Yudhishthira is aware 
of the horrific consequences of war with its death, pain, grief and destruction. 
Implicit in this view is an appreciation of the gentle qualities of truth, honesty, 
compassion, humility, kindness, forgiveness, tolerance, and restraint. Of course, 
some might argue that Yudhishthira is a Kshatriya who wants to follow the lifestyle 
of a Brahman or even a sadhu, but he seems to indicate that such qualities are 
appropriate for all people; virtue should be something that everyone aspires 
after.

3 The point here is a rather derogatory view of the glories of war that Kshatriyas 
seek to achieve. Yudhishthira sees such conduct as being no better than that 
of growling dogs. There is no heroism or high-mindedness in this; it is just a 
manifestation of the base, animal instincts in a human being. A dog smells meat 
and will challenge any other dog that stands between it and the food; it will 
fight against any rival if it thinks it has a chance of winning. This is all that the 
kshatriya- dharma amounts to: low minded growling, quarrelling and fighting 
between individuals whose hearts are filled with desire. Again the example is a 
part of Yudhishthira’s condemnation of the way of life followed by Kshatriyas, 
which he does not see as any sort of dharma at all.

The next passage we will look at is taken from the Karna-parvan (Book 8) of the Mahabharata. 
The Karna-parvan tells of the fighting that took place at Kurukshetra after the fall of both 
Bhishma and Drona. Karna is then made the commander of the Kaurava host and we hear of 
the bitter fighting that took place as he led the army into battle against the Pandavas. Whilst 
Arjuna is distracted on another part of the field, Karna focuses his attention on Yudhishthira 
himself and severely wounds him with his sharp arrows. Without anyone to protect him, 
Yudhishthira is forced to run from the field before Karna and is left in a state of mental and 
physical torment. When Arjuna eventually comes to assist his elder brother it is too late and 
Yudhishthira condemns Arjuna and says that he might as well give up the bow named Gandiva 
and let another, more valiant warrior bear it.

These words of Yudhishthira are unjust to Arjuna, for he is speaking in a state of acute 
anguish, but the situation is made even worse when Arjuna reveals that he has vowed to behead 
anyone who says that he should give up the Gandiva bow. For Arjuna a vow can never be broken 
and so he draws his sword to strike down Yudhishthira. At this point Krishna intervenes:

Extract Two, Karna-parvan (Book 8), Chapter 49
Krishna then said to Arjuna, ‘Stop! Stop! No one who understands the distinctions of dharma 
would ever act in such a way. You do not know about the decisions made by learned men 
who teach disciples about matters of right conduct. It is never easy to determine what course 
of action should be followed and what should be avoided, but it is possible if one follows the 
guidance of scripture. You think that you know what dharma is, but by acting in this way as 
if it were dharma, you are showing your ignorance of dharma, for the killing of a living being 
is forbidden by those who truly adhere to dharma. In my opinion, never killing any living 
being is the highest dharma; one may speak a falsehood but one should never kill another 
being. So how is it that you are prepared to kill the king, your elder brother who is himself 
one who comprehends dharma? The vow you took was an act of folly and now as another 
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act of folly you are preparing to embrace adharma. Why are you going to do this without 
thinking properly about dharma? The true end of dharma is certainly a subtle matter, which 
is hard to understand.

‘Now listen to a narration which reflects on the subtle and complex nature of dharma. 
One who speaks the truth adheres to dharma; there is no virtue higher than truthfulness. 
However, the practice of the essence of truth can be very difficult to comprehend. There 
are a number of occasions on which one may speak a lie: at a marriage, to woo a woman, 
when one’s life or property is threatened, and for the sake of a Brahman. On such occasions 
falsehood becomes truth and truth becomes falsehood. Anyone who adheres blindly to the 
principle of speaking the truth is no better than a fool.

‘There was a sadhu named Kausika who was not well read in the teachings on dharma. 
He lived at a good distance from any village, at a place where a number of rivers met, 
and he had taken the following vow: ‘I must always speak the truth.’ He became famous 
for his adherence to this principle. Once some people came to the forest where he lived 
attempting to escape with their possessions from a gang of ferocious robbers. The robbers 
then approached Kausika and said, ‘A host of people came by here a little while ago. Which 
way did they go?’ Kausika told the truth, ‘They entered this wood here.’ Acting on this 
information, the robbers pursued their victims and when they found them they killed them 
all. And because of the adharma of speaking the truth, Kausika was reborn in a low state of 
life.

‘There has to be some way of distinguishing dharma. Some say the highest knowledge is 
gained through reason (tarka), but many others say one gains knowledge of dharma from 
the shruti (scriptures). I do not disagree with this, but the shruti does not refer to every 
individual case. Dharma was created for the welfare of living beings and hence whatever 
sustains living beings is dharma. So we must understand dharma as that which leads to the 
welfare of people in the world. Now that I have given you a clear definition of dharma you 
must decide whether Yudhishthira should be slaughtered.’

Arjuna accepts Krishna’s sound advice, but asks if there is some way of getting out of this 
dilemma without breaking his sworn word. Krishna then suggests that as an insult is often said 
to be equal to death he might ‘kill’ his elder brother with insulting words, thereby escaping 
from an impossible predicament. Arjuna accepts this guidance and the problem is resolved.

Exercise
The passage provides a fascinating insight into the notion of dharma and reveals Krishna’s 
practical rather than doctrinaire view of morality. When you have read through it, write down 
what you see as the main lesson we can learn from this speech and then read through the 
discussion below.

Discussion
There are a number of points that we might pick up on here. Firstly, we must note that the 
speaker is Sri Krishna himself who is of course a manifestation of God on earth. However, as we 
shall see below, Krishna does not always seem to be the best of moral guides; as a divine being 
he is not bound by the dharmic codes that human beings must adhere to and hence at times 
his words and deeds appear questionable. But that is another discussion.

One very obvious point here is that the implementation of a dharmic form of action is not 
always easy. Dharma is subtle (sukshma), and it requires intelligence and integrity to determine 
what is the right action. We can certainly get guidance from scripture, but Krishna indicates 
here that we should not slavishly adhere to any dogmatic scriptural code or creed. The folly 
of sacrificing our own reason and moral sensibility and blindly following a set of rules and 
regulations is exposed by the story of Kausika who made this very mistake. Rather dharma 
should be understood as a general principle of proper conduct and we must use our powers of 
reason to determine what is indeed right action. And Krishna goes further by disclosing what 
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the fundamental principle of dharma should be: the welfare of all living beings. 
Here we have some very important insights into the nature of religion and morality. Krishna 

dismisses the notion that religion and righteous conduct can be reduced to a mindless set of 
dos and don’ts. Anyone who interprets religion in that way will, like the unfortunate Kausika, 
inevitably fall prey to the most appalling moral lapses. Rather we must be guided by the 
fundamental principle of acting for the welfare of others and then use our intellect to interpret 
each situation we encounter in the light of that guiding principle. This, I would suggest, is 
an idea that is fundamental not just to our understanding of the Mahabharata but of Hindu 
dharma as a whole. And a final point to note is that Krishna, the Supreme Deity, does not 
command Arjuna to obey him. Rather, he says that Arjuna must ultimately decide for himself 
what is right; there is no stripping away of personal responsibility in this religion. Hindu dharma 
gives us guidance, but ultimately we are left to do as we see fit. And we will find this same idea 
at the end of the Bhagavad Gita where Krishna says to Arjuna that he should think carefully 
about what he has heard and then act as he wishes—yathecchasi tatha kuru (18.63).

And as a final point, one might note how Krishna here reveals that people can commit the 
most terrible acts of wickedness whilst believing that they are righteous followers of the word of 
God. Dharma can become adharma and religion can become evil. Perhaps Krishna’s instruction 
here can be summarised very easily: ‘For goodness’ sake, use your common sense!’

The next passage we will look at is taken from the very end of the Mahabharata, from 
the Svargarohana-parvan (Book 18). After the journey of the Pandavas into the Himalaya 
Mountains, Yudhishthira is carried up to the realm of the gods in a celestial chariot, but he is 
confused to find both wicked and virtuous persons there enjoying heavenly delights.

Extract 3, The Svargarohana-parvan (Book 18), Chapter 1
When Yudhishthira entered the realm of the gods, he first saw Duryodhana on an excellent 
seat, blazing with the celestial effulgence of heroes. Yudhishthira was unhappy to see his 
cousin there, and said to Narada who was accompanying him, ‘I do not desire to share this 
heaven with Duryodhana, who was a greedy person without any foresight. It was because of 
him that we suffered so much in the forest and all his friends were slaughtered. And because 
of him Draupadi was insulted in such a vile manner. I do not wish even to see him again; I 
want to go where my brothers are.’

Narada smiled at these words and replied, ‘It should not be like this, O king of kings. In heaven 
all such enmities cease so do not speak about Duryodhana in this way. He is worshipped 
here along with the gods because he offered his body as the oblation in the sacred fire of 
battle. It is true that he always persecuted you and your brothers, but he has attained this 
position because of his observance of kshatriya-dharma. He remained brave and heroic 
even amidst the terrors of war and so you should not remember the dice match, the insults 
to Draupadi or his other misdeeds. Come now and meet with Duryodhana according to rules 
of polite conduct. This is heaven, there can be no enmities here.’

Even though he was instructed in this way by Narada, Yudhishthira would not relent, saying, 
‘Duryodhana was a man devoid of virtue who destroyed his friends and the whole world, 
causing terrible devastation. I wish to see Karna, my concealed brother who died at Arjuna’s 
hand and Bhima, Arjuna, Nakula and Sahadeva, Dhrishtaketu, Drupada, Virata and all the 
other righteous men who fought in my company. And I wish to see Draupadi whose conduct 
was always proper and virtuous. I no longer wish to be here. What is heaven to me if I am 
not with my brothers? Wherever they are is truly heaven.’ 

The scene then changed and Yudhishthira found himself in the region of hell and in that 
place he could hear his brothers and Draupadi crying out along with other heroes who died 
fighting on his behalf. Yudhishthira exclaimed, ‘How can it be that the wicked Duryodhana 
should enjoy the delights of heaven whilst these righteous persons suffer in this way? I 
condemn the gods and I condemn Dharma himself for he has no understanding of justice! 
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You can tell the gods that I will not dwell amongst them, but I will remain here as it seems 
that my presence alleviates the suffering of my erstwhile comrades.’ Suddenly all the gods 
appeared there and the horrors of hell disappeared. Indra said, ‘Come now, Yudhishthira, 
this vision has vanished. All rulers are forced to look upon hell, for it is not possible to be a 
king without performing some wicked acts. Even you spoke falsely in order to bring about 
the death of Drona and for this act of deception you have had to experience this hell. Truly, 
though, all those who died in your cause have attained a position in heaven so come and 
meet with them again. Bathe here in the celestial Ganga and then you will attain a divine 
body with which to reside in this higher world.’

The deity named Dharma then came forward and said, ‘My son, I am delighted by your 
wisdom, by your devotion to dharma, by your truthfulness, forgiveness and restraint. This 
is the third test I have put before you and you have passed them all—in the Dvaita forest 
when I was a Yaksha, when I took the form of a dog on your final journey and now here 
with this vision of hell. For the sake of your brothers you were willing to give up all the 
delights of heaven and share their sufferings.’ Yudhishthira then bathed in the Ganga and 
entered the realm of the gods in a celestial form. There he was united once more with his 
brothers and Draupadi and with all the warriors who had fought and died for his sake, all 
now effulgent and possessing bodies like those of the gods. Also in heaven were Bhishma 
and Drona, Dhritarashtra, Virata and Drupada, the sons of Duryodhana, Shakuni, Karna’s 
sons, Jayadratha, Ghatotkacha and many others. The sons of Dhrtarashtra were all fierce 
Rakshasas born in human forms, but they were purified of their sins by their heroic deaths 
and thereby attained the delights of heaven.

Exercise
When you have read through this passage, write down your answers to the following questions 
and then read through the discussion below.

1. Why does Yudhishthira have to experience hell?
2. How is it that Duryodhana and other wicked persons are elevated to heaven?
3. What is the basis of the disagreement between Yudhishthira and Narada?
4. What do we learn about dharma from this passage?

Discussion
1. It is said that a king cannot rule effectively without occasionally deviating from the 

path of virtue. Even the Dharmaraja was once forced into an act of deception in 
order to bring about the death of Drona. Without recourse to dishonest means 
he could not have gained victory.

2. Narada accepts that Duryodhana, Shakuni and others of that ilk were men 
wholly devoid of virtue. However, they were not entirely deviant from dharma, 
particularly where dharma is understood as kshatriya- dharma. Of course, as we 
have already seen, Yudhishthira has little sympathy with this notion and regards 
kshatriya-dharma as a form of sin, but here it is revealed that those who follow 
that line of duty are rewarded after death even though their lives were devoid 
of virtue and they were morally despicable. Specifically, these characters gain 
access to heaven because of the courage they showed in waging war and dying 
heroically in the fight. 

3. Yudhishthira interprets dharma as virtue and because Duryodhana and his 
party were devoid of virtue he sees them as adharmic and hence not entitled 
to a place in heaven. Narada explains, however, that dharma also means the 
kshatriya-dharma, which Duryodhana adhered to right up until his death. In 
this sense Duryodhana is a dharmic character and deserves his place amongst 
the gods. It is interesting to note how Narada uses the metaphor of sacrifice 
or yajña in referring to Duryodhana’s death as this opens up the wider debate 
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about the distinction between ritual and moral ethics. Duryodhana lived the 
ritualised lifestyle of a Kshatriya, but was not morally sound; in the same way 
we will always encounter people who are diligent in undertaking religious rituals 
without displaying any sign of virtue or generosity of spirit. For Yudhishthira 
such persons are adharmic, but Narada does not entirely agree.

4. The ideas explored here are quite clearly an extension of the debate over dharma 
that occurs throughout the Mahabharata. Just as Yudhishthira condemned 
kshatriya-dharma in the Udyoga-parvan, so he will not accept the right of 
Kshatriyas to gain a place in heaven through their heroism alone. What I think 
is interesting is the fact that the debate is posited and explored but is not really 
resolved. Is Yudhishthira right and are Narada and the gods misguided? As with 
the last passage we looked at, the Mahabharata is showing us again how complex 
the question of dharma can be and that it is not one on which we can make 
simple easy pronouncements. The text has shown us the issues in a wonderfully 
clear way, but ultimately as Krishna says to Arjuna, each person must follow 
their own sense of reason. Surely the gods cannot be wrong for they are the 
guardians of dharma and yet, as we see here, there is no person more dharmic 
than Yudhishthira. He has passed the three tests of dharma that he was set, so 
should he not be regarded as the ultimate authority on the subject?

Dharma and the Bhagavad Gita
We will be studying the Bhagavad Gita in some detail in future modules and so I do not propose to 
consider it here in any great detail. However, in the context of the above discussion on dharma, 
I think we must at least briefly note that the Gita is making a significant contribution to the 
debates that run throughout the Mahabharata. Essentially, Krishna emphasises to Arjuna that 
the kshatriya-dharma cannot just be given up as Yudhishthira seems to recommend. However, 
the kshatriya-dharma that Krishna emphasises is of a rather different order, not in terms of the 
actions themselves but with regard to the motives of the Kshatriyas who undertake them. Yes, 
a Kshatriya should perform his duties of protection and if necessary warfare, but he should do 
so simply as duty and without any selfish motivation. This view sets Krishna’s interpretation 
of kshatriya-dharma quite clearly apart from that which Yudhishthira is referring to with his 
metaphor of quarrelling dogs. This desireless action is not karma, it is karma-yoga and can also 
be understood as forming a part of bhakti, or devotion to God, when it is performed in that 
particular mood.

So in a very real sense, we can understand the Bhagavad Gita as a contribution to, and arguably 
as a resolution of the differing ideas on dharma that we encounter within the Mahabharata. 
One should perform kshatriya- dharma, for otherwise society cannot function, but by doing 
so in a detached and dutiful manner one does not develop the unrighteous qualities that 
Yudhishthira deplores. Moreover, there is also a resolution of the dissonance between social 
and moksha-dharma. If Krishna’s version of karma-yoga is accepted then a person does not 
have to abandon the social dharma of a Kshatriya or any other class, but one has to fulfil this 
duty without selfish desire. In this way society can continue to function effectively on the basis 
of dharmic duty and the individual can simultaneously undertake the karma-yoga that leads 
ultimately to moksha, liberation from rebirth. We will consider these points more fully in a 
future module, but it is worth noting them at this point as Krishna’s teachings in the Bhagavad 
Gita are certainly a part of the Mahabharata’s exploration of doctrine.

Krishna as the Supreme Deity in the Mahabharata
In our next session we will look at some of the passages of direct religious teachings, which 
appear in the Mahabharata at various stages in the progression of its story. Within the narrative 
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itself we constantly encounter the character of Krishna who is consistently referred to as a 
descent of Narayana who has appeared in this world in order to preserve the rule of dharma by 
bringing about the destruction of the asuric Kauravas and ensuring that the righteous Pandavas 
are victorious and continue to maintain the rule of dharma. Hence we might say that one of 
the Mahabharata’s identities is as an extended avatar story. And here again the Bhagavad Gita 
is particularly significant as this is one of the major passages in which the divinity of Krishna is 
explained and indeed revealed before the incredulous vision of the awestruck Arjuna. Here I 
want to consider Krishna’s divine nature under a number of different headings in conjunction 
with short passages from the text itself and I hope that in this way we can gain a reasonable 
insight into the Mahabharata’s understanding of his identity.

Krishna, the avatar
On a number of occasions the Mahabharata outlines the cosmic background to the events it 
describes as taking place on earth. In the passage selected here from the Adi-parvan (Book 1), 
Vaishampayana explains the reasons for Narayana’s appearance on earth as Sri Krishna.

Extract 1, Adi -parvan (Book 1), Chapter 58
And Vishnu himself, who is worshipped by all the worlds, was born as the son of Devaki 
through Vasudeva for the benefit of the world. He is birthless and deathless, the creator 
of the universe and the Lord of all. He is the invisible cause of all things, he knows no 
deterioration, he is the all-pervasive Atman and the centre around which all things move. 
He is present in all things, he is the Pranava Omkara of the Veda, he is infinite and cannot 
be moved by anything except his own independent will. Thus that being who is the universe 
itself without beginning, birth or decay, became incarnate in the Andhaka-Vrishni race for 
the sustenance of dharma.

When the Kshatriyas reappeared after the slaughter of Parashurama, the earth was ruled 
properly and produced abundant food for all. The kings performed yajñas and all the 
Brahmans were learned in the Upanishads and Vedic rituals. The Vaishyas tilled the earth 
but never behaved cruelly towards the animals they tended; all persons were virtuous and 
dishonesty was unknown. Then it happened that fierce asuras began to take birth in the 
royal dynasties on earth; they had been defeated in their wars by the gods and so now they 
sought refuge by appearing in this world. They disturbed the dharma and prosperity of the 
earth, killing many people and innocent creatures as well, as they marched their armies 
here and there. Devoid of truth and virtue and proud of their might they even insulted the 
rishis who dwelt in ashrams.

Oppressed by the burden of these asuras in human form, Bhudevi, the Earth Goddess, 
approached Brahmaji and sought his protection. She explained to him about the problems 
being caused by these asuras, although everything was known to him already. Brahma then 
requested all the gods and their followers to take birth in the royal dynasties on earth so 
that they could oppose and destroy the asuras there. The gods accepted this request as 
beneficial for the time and place and Indra approached Narayana in Vaikuntha and requested 
that he also appear with them. And Narayana replied to Indra, ‘It shall be so!’

This is a fairly straightforward account, which exemplifies the doctrine of avatar outlined in the 
Bhagavad Gita and other passages of the Mahabharata. According to the Gita (4.6-8), the Lord 
manifests himself on earth whenever dharma declines and adharma increases; he comes to 
protect the righteous (sadhus), to destroy the wicked (dushkrits) and to establish dharma. The 
account given above almost matches the circumstances listed here, with dharma in decline 
due the presence of asuric kings. So now Narayana himself is manifest on earth as Krishna, the 
son of Vasudeva and Devaki.

This revelation of the divine identity of one of the principal characters significantly shapes 
the development of the Mahabharata’s narrative and places it very clearly into the category of 
religious literature. We know that the Pandavas will emerge successful from their difficulties 
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because the all-powerful Narayana is supporting their cause. And if we had any doubts about 
this, the point is reiterated at various points in the progression of the story. When the battle 
begins at Kurukshetra and the Pandavas are victorious during the first five days of fighting, 
the distressed Duryodhana approaches Bhishma who is commanding his army and asks why 
they are being defeated despite the superior numerical strength of their host. Bhishma then 
repeats the story of the gods’ request for Narayana to descend to earth and tells Duryodhana 
very bluntly that he cannot win the battle under any circumstances, because the Lord himself 
is present on the other side (Bhishma-parvan, Chapters 61-64).

There may be questions as to whether Krishna himself is truly in control of the outcome of 
events and at times he does seem to behave as if the human form he has assumed imposes 
limitations upon him. At one point in the battle he is described as being exhausted and 
perspiring (7.18.21), and when wounded by a lance passing through his arm he is temporarily 
incapacitated (8.19.13). And of course the Mausala-parvan (Book 16) describes how Krishna 
is killed when a hunter’s arrow strikes him in the heel. However, the overall perspective of the 
Mahabharata makes it very clear that these apparent limitations are simply a part of Krishna’s 
acting out of the role of a human being. In truth he is the absolute controller of all things. If 
we look at the account of his death, it becomes very clear that this is not like the death of any 
human being.

Extract 2, Mausala-parvan (Book 16), Chapter 5
After his family members had been killed in a fight amongst themselves, Krishna told his 
father Vasudeva that he would leave Dwarka and go to the forest to practise tapas (religious 
austerity) along with his brother Balarama. The women of the palace wept as he departed, 
but he told them, ‘Arjuna will come here soon and he will relieve your suffering.’ 

On entering the forest, he saw Balarama sitting in a solitary place engaged in yoga practice. 
A white serpent with red eyes then emerged from Balarama’s mouth. Leaving the human 
body behind, it left that place and entered the ocean nearby where it was welcomed by 
the host of celestial Nagas (serpents). After his brother had departed in this way, Krishna 
wandered for some time in the lonely forest deeply absorbed in thought and then sat down 
on the bare earth. He recalled Gandhari’s curse upon him and the prophecy uttered by 
Durvasa when he was a guest in his house, and decided that the hour for his departure from 
the world had arrived. Sitting there he withdrew his senses and absorbed his mind in yoga 
practice. 

A fierce hunter named Jara then arrived at that place. Mistaking Keshava for a black deer 
he shot him in the heel with an arrow and then came quickly to capture his prey. But when 
he arrived at the spot he saw a man absorbed in yoga, dressed in yellow and possessing 
numerous arms. Fearful of the crime he had committed, Jara came forward and bowed 
down, touching Krishna’s feet with his head. Krishna spoke comforting words to him and 
then ascended into the sky in an effulgent form. On reaching the heavens, he was greeted 
by all the gods and higher beings who reside in those worlds. Filling all the worlds with his 
brilliant lustre, Narayana, who is the creator and destroyer of the world, then entered his 
own immeasurable domain.

What is apparent from this account is that the Mahabharata does not regard Krishna’s death as 
a misfortune that befell him through chance; he was not a victim of unwanted circumstances. 
Rather he decided on the time and means of his departure from this world and immediately 
after being shot by the hunter he ascended upwards past all the regions of this creation and 
once more assumed his true identity as Narayana, the Supreme Deity. It is also interesting 
to note that Balarama is here identified as the divine Naga serpent Ananta. In Chapter 8, we 
are told of Arjuna’s arrival and his burning of the bodies of Krishna and Balarama in a funeral 
ceremony, but there is an indication from this account that Krishna’s death should not be taken 
as being comparable to the deaths of the other characters and it does not impinge upon his 
divine omnipotence.
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What we are seeing here is that the characters who act out the Mahabharata’s drama are 
not independent and are not the controllers of their own destiny. This is shown very graphically 
in Chapter 11 of the Bhagavad Gita where Krishna reveals his vishva-rupa to Arjuna. At one 
point Arjuna sees within the vision all the warriors who will die at Kurukshetra as a part of the 
preordained divine plan. The great military leaders may think that they are controlling events, 
but in truth they are no more than instruments in the plan of God. The revelation of the vishva-
rupa is a very clear demonstration by Krishna of his divine nature and his omnipotence; he is 
not only the controller of all things, but the whole world is no more than a part of his existence. 
The best known of the manifestations of the vishva-rupa is that referred to in the Bhagavad 
Gita, but there are other occasions on which the Mahabharata describes Krishna’s revelation 
of his cosmic identity. Let us glance briefly at these as they offer significant confirmation of 
Krishna’s true identity and omnipotent nature.

Extract 3, Udyoga-parvan (Book 4), Chapter 129
When Krishna came as a peace envoy from Yudhishthira to the Kauravas, he condemned the 
wickedness of Duryodhana and demanded that the kingdom of the Pandavas be returned 
to them. On hearing these words, Duryodhana stormed out of the assembly in a rage and 
then hatched a plot with Shakuni, Karna and Duhshasana to bind Krishna and keep him as a 
prisoner so that he would be unable to assist their enemies. Vidura, however, came to know 
about this. Duryodhana was ordered to return to the assembly where Vidura reminded him 
of the wondrous acts Krishna had performed as a child in Vrindavana, and informed him 
again that Krishna was a manifestation of Narayana whose will can never be opposed.

Then Krishna spoke again to Duryodhana, ‘Because of illusion, you see me as being alone here 
and hence you seek to make me a captive. But here with me are all the Pandavas, Vrishnis 
and Andhakas as well as all the gods who dwell in heaven.’ He then laughed at Duryodhana 
and from his body there emerged each of the gods. Brahma was on his forehead, Rudra was 
on his chest and Agni issued from his mouth along with the entire host of celestial beings. 
From his two arms came Arjuna with his bow and Balarama armed with a plough; behind 
him stood Yudhishthira, Bhima, Nakula and Sahadeva. Fire and blazing sparks emerged from 
all the pores of his body. On seeing that terrible form, all those assembled there closed their 
eyes in terror, except for Bhishma, Drona, Vidura, Sanjaya and the rishis to whom Krishna had 
granted divine vision. Celestial drums then resounded in the heavens, the earth trembled 
and the oceans were disturbed. Then Krishna withdrew that wondrous form and strode out 
of the assembly hall in the company of Satyaki and Kritavarman.

There are some differences between the description of the vishva-rupa given here and that 
presented in the Bhagavad Gita, but the vishva-rupa is literally ‘all things’ and one sees within it 
whatever one needs to see. The point here again is that Krishna might appear to be just one of 
the many characters represented by the Mahabharata, but this is just an external appreciation 
and at regular intervals, as the plot unfolds, his true divine identity bursts forth onto the stage, 
like the sun that has been concealed behind a cloud.

Another manifestation of the vishva-rupa takes place during Krishna’s return journey from 
Hastinapura to Dwarka after the battle is over and Yudhishthira has been installed as king. On 
this journey he encounters a rishi named Uttanka and discusses with him the circumstances 
surrounding the battle and his own role in those events. I want to expand the context a little 
more widely here to include circumstances in which he is cursed by Gandhari as this again casts 
light on the extent to which Krishna is the true controller of events.

Extract 4, The Stri-parvan (Book 11), Chapter 25
After the battle was over, the women of the royal household gathered on the battlefield 
lamenting piteously over the deaths of husbands, sons, fathers, and relatives. Krishna came 
there with the Pandavas and walked across the field with Gandhari, trying to comfort her as 
she pointed out to him the bodies of her dear sons who had all been slain by Bhima. 
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As her heart turned from grief to anger she turned to Krishna and said, ‘Look how the 
Pandavas and Dhartarashtras have been destroyed! Why were you so indifferent to this 
slaughter? You had the strength and the power of speech that could have prevented this 
conflict, but you merely showed your indifference. Now therefore you must experience the 
fruits of your actions. Using whatever punya (religious merit) I have acquired through my 
devotion to my husband I will now curse you. Because you remained indifferent whilst the 
Kurus and Pandavas slaughtered each other, thirty-six years from now you will bring about 
the deaths of your own kin and then die in the wilderness in a degraded manner. Then the 
ladies of your household will weep just like these poor souls.’

On hearing terrible words, Krishna merely smiled slightly and said, ‘There is no one in all the 
worlds, be they gods, humans or asuras, who can slay the Vrishnis. I alone can do this and I 
know that it must be done. So in uttering this curse you have helped in completing this task. 
Therefore the Vrishnis and the Yadus will fall by one another’s hands.’

Extract 5, Ashvamedhika-parvan (Book 14), Chapters 52-53
As Krishna was travelling on his chariot back to Dwarka, he encountered an ascetic sadhu 
named Uttanka. They greeted one another respectfully, and then Uttanka asked whether 
Krishna had brought about a peaceful resolution of the quarrel between the Pandavas 
and Kauravas. To this Krishna replied, ‘I tried to the best of my ability to secure a peaceful 
solution, but when my efforts in this direction failed, the Pandavas and Kauravas made 
war with one another and now their mighty hosts have been destroyed and only the five 
Pandavas remain. You know only too well that one cannot defy destiny.’

When he heard this speech, Uttanka’s eyes turned red with anger and he said, ‘Although you 
had the power to do so, you did not rescue those ones of the Kuru race who were very dear 
to me. Therefore I shall curse you. Although you could have prevented this war, you were 
indifferent to the plight of the Kauravas who have now been slain.’

Krishna then said to Uttanka, ‘Now listen to what I say. You are a sadhu and I apologise to 
you, but you should know that no one can afflict me on the basis of the power he gains from 
tapa (asceticism). You have undertaken harsh austerities, remained celibate throughout 
your life and shown respect to your elders and I do not wish to see a diminution in the merit 
you have thereby accrued. You should know that all the gods and all other types of living 
beings have come into existence from me alone. I am the soul of everything, living or inert, 
and there is nothing superior to me. I am the Veda, I am Yajña, I am Soma and I am Om. 
Dharma is my firstborn son, who has appeared from my mind and in order to protect this 
son of mine I appear in various forms and different times. I have now been born amongst 
human beings and so I act after the manner of men. I appealed to the Kauravas with reason 
and I frightened them with a display of power, but when I resumed my human form, they 
were again overcome by illusion and refused to listen to me. And so now they have been 
slain in battle.’

Uttanka then said, ‘Now I understand that you are Janardana, the creator of the world, and 
I no longer wish to curse you. Please show me the form that you have spoken of.’ Being 
pleased with the sadhu, Krishna then revealed the eternal Vaishnava form that Arjuna had 
seen. Uttanka then saw Krishna’s vishva-rupa with its numerous arms and blazing effulgence 
like that of one thousand suns filling the entire sky. When he saw that marvellous sight, 
Uttanka bowed down and offered prayers to Krishna asking him to withdraw the vishva-rupa 
and appear again in his human form.

The story of Uttanka has an unusual twist to it. Uttanka is offered a gift by Krishna and asks 
that water will appear for him in that desert region whenever he is in need. So the next time 
he is suffering from thirst and is short of water he thinks of Krishna as instructed. However, 
all that happens is that a filthy hunter appears before him and offers a palm full of his urine, 
which Uttanka, perhaps not surprisingly, refuses in disgust. He is again angry with Krishna but 
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the Lord appears before him and reveals that the hunter was actually Indra the lord of the gods 
offering him nectar (amrita). But in future the water Uttanka desires will appear in the form of 
rain clouds and these will be known amongst human beings as Uttanka clouds.

Exercise
When you have read through these two extracts, write down as bullet points what you see as 
the main teachings that they offer to the reader and then read through the discussion below.

Discussion
There are a number of points that one could pick on from these passages, but I am going to 
concentrate on the role played by Krishna in the Mahabharata and in particular his power 
over the events that unfold. Both Gandhari and Uttanka suggest that Krishna had the power 
to prevent the slaughter at Kurukshetra, but that he chose not to do so. Both of them use the 
word ‘indifferent’ in their speeches. Gandhari clearly states that this ability is based on the 
strength of the armies he could command and also on his powers of persuasion. Uttanka is not 
specific about this. So it may be that Gandhari is not referring to Krishna’s divine control over 
destiny and is regarding him as a human being of exceptional ability. However, we are aware 
from the passage we looked at from Adi-parvan that Narayana has come to earth with the clear 
intention of provoking war so that the asuras who are a burden to the earth can be removed 
and dharma restored. So in that sense both Gandhari and Uttanka are right; Krishna had no 
real intention of promoting peace, although, as he says, it is unlikely that Duryodhana would 
have listened to any advice in that direction.

What is also apparent from both accounts is that Krishna must never be regarded as just 
another character who suffers and enjoys good and bad fortune like all the rest. His existence in 
this world continues to transcend the human condition. So when Gandhari inflicts her terrible 
curse, it is no more than Krishna has already decided upon and hence brings no discomfort. 
He exists on a different level and remains untouched by the forces that control the lives of 
others. Similarly, the powerful ascetic Uttanka is warned that his mystical abilities are nothing 
to Krishna; the Lord cannot be afflicted by such paltry means. And to emphasise the point still 
further, Krishna then reveals that the entire creation is contained within himself. At all times 
he is God, not man.

The morality of the avatar
I hope the passages we have looked at here have served to demonstrate how the Mahabharata 
reveals Krishna as a manifestation of the Supreme Deity descended to earth and to offer some 
insight into the nature of his divinity. Before we conclude this session, however, there is another 
question that we must explore in relation to the moral standing of the avatar. When we move 
on to consider Valmiki’s Ramayana we will note that the character of Rama acts as the perfect 
exemplar of dharma in that text. Despite a few minor criticisms that could be made (which 
we will of course explore), the Rama avatar is revealed as a man of unblemished character. 
Krishna, however, shows a rather different side of his divinity in both the Mahabharata and in 
the Puranas. The apparently adharmic acts of Krishna are listed by Duryodhana as he lies dying 
on the field of conflict after he has been struck down by Bhima:

‘O son of Kamsa’s slave, you seem to have forgotten that I was struck down by an unfair 
blow. It was you who caused this unrighteous act by reminding Bhima with a hint about my 
thighs. Did you think I did not notice your making this suggestion to Arjuna who gave the 
signal to Bhima? Using adharma, you have caused the deaths of thousands of kings who 
always adhered to dharma in their fighting. You caused our grandfather’s death by ordering 
that Sikhandin be placed at the front of the army. Ordering the death of the elephant named 
Ashvatthaman, you caused our guru to abandon his weapons so that he could be brutally 
killed by Dhrishtadyumna. Using Ghatotkacha as a victim, you caused Karna to release the 
infallible arrow he had obtained from Indra and you urged Satyaki to kill Bhurishravas when 
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one of his arms was cut off. When Karna’s chariot wheel sank into the ground, you prevented 
Arjuna from acting according to dharma, and instructed him to kill his opponent whilst he 
was at a disadvantage. If you had fought with myself, Bhishma, Drona, and Karna, according 
to the rules of dharma, you would never have triumphed. By adopting adharma you have 
brought about the deaths of many virtuous kings who never deviated from proper conduct.’ 
(Salya-parvan (Book 9), Chapter 60, vv. 27-38)

Here Duryodhana is more than a little disingenuous in his interpretation of events, for his 
faction had never shown particular regard for using dharmic means in their conflicts with the 
Pandavas, and in the passage that follows Krishna is quick to point this out to him. However, 
there are very real issues raised concerning the morality and conduct of Krishna, particularly 
where comparisons are made with the conduct of Rama in Ramayana. And this issue can be 
taken even further if we include the narrations of Krishna’s early life presented in the Vishnu 
and Bhagavata Puranas in which he consorts with married and unmarried women in the middle 
of the night.

So why does the Mahabharata present a picture of its divine avatar in this way and deviate 
from the mode of representation that is emphasised so strongly in Valmiki’s Ramayana? The 
text itself does not pose or respond to this question at any point, although it does accept the 
essence of Duryodhana’s criticism and makes it very clear that Krishna does not absolutely 
adhere to dharma. When he is urging Yudhishthira to tell the lie that will bring about the death 
of Drona, Krishna says quite plainly, dharmam utsrijya pandava, literally ‘abandon dharma, 
O Pandava’ (7.164.68). And after his speech in which he justifies the killing of Duryodhana by 
means of a foul blow, the Mahabharata itself refers to his words as dharma-cchalam (9.59.22), 
meaning a deceitful version of dharma.

If we are to look for an answer here I would suggest that there are two possible responses 
to the question presented above:

1. As we have seen in the passage discussed above where Arjuna feels obliged to 
behead Yudhishthira, Krishna takes a very robust attitude towards dharma. 
Ultimately, dharma is for the service of humanity rather than the other way 
round and therefore when it becomes an obstacle, dharma must be set aside. 
Moreover, when Bhishma instructs Yudhishthira about the duties of a king in 
the Shanti-parvan (Book 12), he makes it very clear that in times of emergency 
a ruler may adopt the apad-dharma and use dishonest means to preserve his 
position and to protect his people. Yudhisthira will not accept Bhishma’s ideas 
on this point, but it seems that Krishna shares the grandfather’s attitude. Indeed, 
his response to any criticism of the way he has conducted the war is that if they 
had adhered strictly to all the rules of dharma they would have lost the war and 
what good would that have done for anyone? In that scenario adherence to 
dharma would have led to the triumph of adharma in the form of Duryodhana, 
in a manner somewhat equivalent to that found in story of Kausika narrated by 
Krishna in a passage we considered above.

2. When the question of Krishna’s conduct in relation to the women of Vrindavana 
is raised in the Bhagavata Purana, the sage Shuka gives an interesting response. 
He replies to the question by saying that because Krishna is the Supreme 
Deity, his existence is always in a higher realm beyond this world. Dharma is 
a part of the fabric of this creation and therefore it does not apply to Krishna; 
so he cannot be judged by the standards that apply to other human beings. 
Nowhere is this argument suggested within the Mahabharata, but given the 
constant emphasis on Krishna’s divinity it is still a relevant point to raise here. 
It is interesting to note that Valmiki’s Ramayana, by way of contrast, does not 
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emphasise the position of Rama as a divine avatar of Vishnu. His role is as an 
ideal human being who sets the standard for all others to aspire for; Krishna, 
however, is always the Supreme Deity whose instructions are to be followed but 
whose behaviour cannot serve as an example for humanity.
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Session Four: Passages of Religious Teaching within the Mahabharata

In the previous three sessions we have focussed primarily on the structure of the Mahabharata’s 
narrative and the lessons inherent within the central story it relates. It is very important to note, 
however, that there is much more to the Mahabharata than its core and subsidiary narratives, 
for a significant portion of this great work consists of passages of religious, ethical and ritual 
instruction that is more or less tangential to its main story. For this reason we find that most 
of the abbreviated versions of the text, and the representations purveyed by drama, dance, 
television and film ignore this significant element of the Mahabharata’s content.

For this session I want to first provide a broad survey of the didactic material contained 
within the Mahabharata and then move on to look at one or two of these passages in a little 
more detail. As is so often the case with a study of the Mahabharata, the main problem we 
face here is the sheer scope of the task. 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 area we are considering. We must also note that this additional material 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 principal characters, usually the Pandavas and 
learned sages or teachers. For a number 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 
Mahabharata; this list is illustrative rather than exhaustive; there are many other instructive 
tales told that are not mentioned here for reasons of space:

1. The story of Shakuntala and Dushmanta, and the birth of their son Bharata
2. The story of Kacha, Shukra and Devayani
3. The story of Yayati and Devayani
4. The story of the conflict 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 Parashurama
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
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
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Here is a list of some of the passages of religious teaching that punctuate the narrative. Again, 
the list is illustrative rather than comprehensive:

1. A description of holy places (tirthas) and the merit achieved by visiting them
2. Draupadi’s teachings on a woman’s dharma
3. Maitreya’s extensive teachings on the position of Vishnu as the Supreme Deity 

and other topics 
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. Sanjaya’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 finally 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 and Ashvamedhika-parvans (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 Bhishma, who is still lying 
on the field of battle, mortally 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 almost five hundred 
chapters and constitutes about one third of the Mahabharata’s entire content. Bhishma’s 
teachings are divided into four sections:

1. The Raja-dharma
2. The Apad-dharma
3. The Moksha-dharma
4. The Anushasana

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

1. Vyasa’s teachings on dharma and destiny to pacify the grieving Yudhishthira
2. Bhishma’s teachings on the four varnas and the four stages of life (ashramas)
3. Kshatriya-dharma, the essential duties of a king
4. Respect for the Brahmans
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 efficient 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 suffers a defeat

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 permitted to behave in a manner that 
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would otherwise be regarded as adharmic. In fact, apart from the opening few chapters, there 
is not that much difference 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 different 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 gaining moksha, 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 development of Hindu religious thought, containing as it does some 
of the earliest considerations of the Samkhya and Yoga systems:

1. Renunciation of the world and indifference to its changing fortunes
2. Samkhya analysis of the soul and the elements of matter
3. The practice of Yoga and meditation
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 followed by the Anushasana-parvan, 
literally the ‘Book of Instruction’, which follows the same pattern of Bhishma giving teachings 
to Yudhishthira, although on occasion 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 Brahmans
3. The experience of sexual pleasure
4. Devotion to Shiva, emotional love of 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 different castes and varnas
14. Pujas and the worship of murtis or sacred images
15. The Vishnu-sahasra-nama-stotra, the thousand names of Vishnu
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At the end of the Anushasana-parvan, Bhishma’s words of instruction are finally complete; 
he concludes by reasserting the need to show respect to  Brahmans and finally glorifies Shri 
Krishna as the Supreme Deity present on earth. The sun has now moved 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, and he regards 
himself as having caused it. He repeatedly condemns himself as a sinner who will have to suffer 
for his misdeeds. Eventually Vyasa suggests that an Ashvamedha-yajña (a horse sacrifice) will 
atone for any sin he may have committed. 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 ceremony, we have another 35 chapters of religious instruction. Here Arjuna informs 
Krishna that he cannot properly recall the instruction he received on the battlefield in the form 
of the Bhagavad Gita, 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, being 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 different 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 content. Quite obviously, it is impossible here to provide a complete 
analysis of all these different teachings—that would require several extensive volumes—so 
what I propose to do now is to offer three of the shorter passages for consideration, so that we 
can at least get a flavour of the Mahabharata’s didactic content. 

Extract One: Anushasana-parvan (Book 13), Chapter 6
Yudhishthira asked: ‘Which is superior, grandfather, destiny (daiva) or personal endeavour 
(purusha-kara)?’

Bhishma replied: ‘An ancient account of a conversation between Vasishtha and Brahma 
is relevant to this point. Vasishtha once inquired from Brahma whether the action one 
performs in this life is more potent than the results of previous actions in shaping our 
present existence. Brahma replied to this inquiry as follows:

“Nothing comes into existence without a seed and whether a seed is good or bad determines 
whether the fruit one harvests will be good or bad. However, even if one ploughs the soil, no 
fruit will appear if one does not sow a seed in it. So without exertion, destiny alone will not 
yield a result. One’s actions are like the soil and destiny is like the seed that is sown. Fruits 
are produced from a union of the soil and the seed and in the same way lives are shaped by 
a combination of personal effort and destiny.

“Every day we can observe that happiness arises from action properly performed and misery 
arises from wrongly performed action. Where no action is performed, no result arises. A 
person who acts properly gains the good fruit of that action, whilst an idle person who is 
inactive gains nothing. It is only by means of proper action that a person acquires beauty, 
good fortune and riches. Everything can be achieved by exertion, but nothing is achieved by 
an inactive person who relies on destiny alone. All the gods and higher beings achieved their 
exalted status by means of proper action. And in this world, riches, friendships, prosperity 
and the good things of life are very difficult to achieve for persons who do not make the 
proper efforts. An idle person gains very little, regardless of what his destiny might be. Even 
Vishnu the creator of the world makes exertions to achieve his goal.
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”If endeavour bore no result then all action would be useless and every person would 
become idle, relying on his destiny. One who gives up action and counts on destiny alone 
will gain nothing, like a woman with an impotent husband. Indeed it is action here and now 
that creates the destiny that befalls one in the life to come. It is true that the achievements 
one gains in life are shaped by destiny, but destiny can bring nothing on its own where 
endeavour is absent. It cannot be said that destiny has no influence on human lives but 
one must see that destiny is the creation of one’s actions. Hence one can be one’s own best 
friend and one’s own worst enemy.

“However, the effect of previous action is not the sole explanation for the success or 
otherwise we achieve in life. It is through their virtue that the gods have achieved their 
position and through such dharma all things are achieved. Destiny cannot entirely thwart 
the endeavours of a person who acts on the basis of virtue (punya).”’

Exercise
When you have read through this passage, write down your answers to the following questions 
and then read through the discussion below.

1. What does this passage say about the relationship between destiny and human 
endeavour in a person’s life?

2. To which of the two does it seem to be ascribing priority?
3. What reasons does it give for accepting that our endeavours are effective in 

shaping outcomes?
4. Could you suggest why the views expressed here might be presented at the 

beginning of the Anushasana-parvan? A quick second look at the list of contents 
above might give some pointers here.

Discussion
1. The opening passage clearly indicates that the good and bad fortune we experience 

in this life are a product of both destiny and the actions we undertake. The 
metaphor of the seed and the soil is instructive here. Destiny is compared to the 
soil, and as any farmer knows the soil in a field may be very rich and productive 
or it may be rather barren and shallow. In the same way our destiny may be 
either rich or unproductive. Regardless of the state of the soil, however, a lazy 
farmer who sows no seed will not enjoy a good harvest; and in the same way 
whatever the state of our destiny may be, we will not enjoy prosperity and good 
fortune without making the requisite endeavours. And even if our destiny is not 
propitious, we may still acquire a modicum of prosperity by endeavouring hard 
to overcome the preordained adversity. So good and bad fortune, prosperity and 
difficulty arise as a combined result of our destiny and the efforts we make. We 
might note how throughout the Mahabharata Dhritarashtra consistently blames 
destiny for the suffering and misery that befalls his family, but he is repeatedly 
criticised by Sanjaya and others for taking up this position as it ignores the fact 
that much of the misfortune is a direct result of his own deviant actions.

2. Despite what has been said above, the tendency in this passage does seem to 
be towards the prioritisation of exertion over destiny. Hindu religious ideas 
have sometimes been criticised as leading to a sense of resignation, acceptance 
and quietism because of the emphasis that is placed on karma and destiny. 
Poverty can be understood not as a result of oppression or deprivation, but 
as an inevitable consequence of destiny and hence something that cannot be 
rectified. In this passage, however, we find a rather different viewpoint being 
presented. Destiny is to be recognised as an ever-present feature of life but it is 
made very clear here that this should not to be taken as a reason not to strive 
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constantly to improve our own lot and indeed the lot of others. In an overt 
manner, quietism, idleness and acceptance of all circumstances are rejected 
in this passage. There is moreover a rather subtle argument to the effect that 
destiny itself is the creation of action. The law of karma reveals that destiny is 
not a blind force but is a product of the actions we perform and the state of 
consciousness that impels us to act in a certain way. So even if we accept the 
power of destiny over circumstances, still we should endeavour in the right way; 
right action is the creative force that generates a propitious destiny.

3. Here again we see the Mahabharata adopting a rather common sense approach 
to matters of doctrine and lifestyle. Essentially it is being argued here that we 
can see in life that the extent and nature of human endeavour has a clearly 
visible influence over the outcome. This same point is made by Draupadi in an 
earlier conversation with Yudhishthira where she points out that if everything 
were the result of destiny then one would not need to employ an expert builder 
to construct a house. Anybody could do it and if it was destined to be a good 
house, it would be so. The Mahabharata here is pointing out that whatever the 
philosophical merits of a determinist viewpoint that emphasises the power of 
destiny, in terms of the way in which we live our lives it is wholly impractical. 
If we want a certain outcome we do not just sit down and wait for destiny to 
unfold, rather we adopt an appropriate mode of action.

4. This is perhaps a rather difficult question, but I wanted to highlight the context in 
which this passage appears. The Shanti-parvan’s discourse on moksha-dharma 
has just been concluded and there we find constant admonitions that we should 
tolerate all adverse circumstances and develop a detached and aloof position 
in relation to the world. So under the heading of moksha-dharma, destiny is 
typically emphasised at the expense of worldly endeavour. The Anushasana-
parvan, however, is primarily concerned with religion as it relates to this 
world rather than to liberation from it. Much of this parvan is devoted to the 
performance of religious rituals that are designed to bring about a desired result 
in this world. These rituals are in many ways the successors of the karma-kanda 
section of the Veda, the ritual of yajña, and it is inherent in the thinking behind 
such rituals that human action is capable of yielding a result and that everything 
is not just a product of destiny and past karma. Moreover, the passage points 
out that future destiny is shaped by the action we perform in the here and now, 
and this applies equally to rituals that can aid in guaranteeing that the next 
life will be blessed with prosperity and good fortune. Hence it is pointed out 
here that the gods enjoy all the pleasures of heaven because they previously 
performed the appropriate ritual acts.

Extract 2, Shanti-parvan (Book 12), Chapter 222
Yudhishthira said: ‘What conduct, what behaviour, what form of knowledge and what form 
of dedication brings one to the position of brahman, which is changeless and beyond this 
material nature?’

Bhishma said: ‘Dedicating oneself to the religious disciplines that aim at liberation, eating 
only a small amount and controlling the senses bring one to the position of brahman, 
which is changeless and beyond this material nature. And in this connection they recite this 
ancient account of a conversation that took place between Jaigishavya and Asita, O Bharata. 
Jaigishavya was a man of great wisdom who possessed knowledge of various religious 
disciplines and who neither became angry nor rejoiced. Asita Devala addressed him:
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"You feel no pleasure when you are praised and you do not become angry when you are 
condemned. What is this wisdom that you possess, from whence is it derived and what is 
its ultimate goal?"

When questioned in this way, the mighty ascetic presented him with a wonderful treatise 
that could be clearly understood, that possessed a very deep meaning and was completely 
pure.

"I will speak to you about the subject you have inquired about, O  Brahman, about the 
final goal, the highest position, and about the peace which is attained by those who act 
righteously. These are persons, Devala, who are always equal to those who condemn 
them and to those who offer praise and who conceal their religious observance and their 
righteous action. When speaking, they never wish to reply to one who addresses them in 
a hostile manner, nor do such wise persons ever wish to strike one who attacks them. They 
never lament for what has not yet happened and they act only in terms of the present time. 
Neither do they lament over what is in the past for they never even think of such things. 
When people worthy of worship come to them seeking the various objects they desire, the 
wise ones who possess great power and are true to their vows always act in the appropriate 
way, Devala.

Their understanding is mature, their wisdom is vast and they have gained mastery over 
their anger and their senses. They never give offence to any living being with their thoughts, 
deeds or words. They are free from envy and never at any time do they harm one another. 
Nor do such sober persons ever feel distress because of the prosperity of others. These are 
persons who do not speak excessive words in condemnation or praise of others. And they 
are never affected by the blame and praise that comes their way. They are persons who 
remain tranquil everywhere they go, and dedicate themselves to the welfare of other living 
beings. They feel no anger, they do not rejoice and neither do they give offence to anyone. 
Having slipped the knots that bind the heart, they roam here and there as they please.

No one is their friend and they are not friends to anyone else. Similarly, no one is their 
enemy and they are not the enemies of any other person. Mortal beings who act in this way 
live joyfully at all times. Understanding the true nature of dharma, they always adhere to 
the dictates of dharma, O best of Brahmans. But those who have deviated from this path 
experience both joy and sorrow. Situated as I am on that path, how then will I ever feel 
any ill will? Whether I am condemned or praised, is there any reason for me to rejoice? 
People follow a particular path according to the desires they nurture. For me detriment and 
prosperity will never be derived from condemnation and praise. One who understands the 
truth should derive satisfaction from the continuous lack of respect that is shown to him. 
And such a wise person should always recoil from honour as if it were deadly poison.

Though no one respects him, he sleeps happily both in this world and in the world to come 
for he is free from all sinful deeds. But one who despises him remains bound to this world. 
Having adopted this mode of conduct, those wise persons who desire to achieve the highest 
goal will increase the joy they experience. And after properly performing all the sacrifices 
with his senses under control, he reaches the position of brahman, which is changeless and 
beyond this material nature. Gods, gandharvas, pishachas and rakshasas can never rise up 
to the position of one who has reached that highest goal of existence.

This short treatise is taken from the Moksha-dharma section of the Mahabharata wherein 
it is named as the Jaigishavya-samvada, literally ‘the teaching of Jaigishavya’. Many of the 
treatises included in this section of the Mahabharata are extremely complex and discuss in 
some detail the finer points of religious philosophy and of Samkhya doctrine in particular. 
When we consider Samkhya and Yoga in a future module we will look again at some of these 
passages, but for our purposes here I have selected one of the more straightforward passages 
of the Moksha-dharma.
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Exercise
When you have read through the passage write down your answers to the following questions 
and then read through the discussion that follows.

1. Give a brief summary of the main topic covered in this passage. What is it 
about?

2. How do the teachings given here relate to the topic of moksha-dharma, the path 
to liberation from rebirth?

3. What is the reward to be gained by one who follows Jaigishavya’s teaching?
Discussion

1. The main topic here is the ideal disposition to be adopted by one who is aspiring 
to follow the highest spiritual path. And that disposition can perhaps best be 
described as one of world indifference. In particular the aspirant should be 
indifferent to the attitude that others display towards him, and be unmoved 
both by eulogies of praise and by words of bitter condemnation. One should be 
aloof from the world and remain untouched and undisturbed by the changing 
fortunes every person must undergo. One should not cultivate friendships and 
one should not regard anyone as an enemy, for such attitudes are based on an 
emotional interaction with the world. Most of all one should avoid any lapse 
into verbal dispute or violent action, as any such tendency is indicative of an 
intimate relationship with the world one aspires to escape from.

2. The actual topic of moksha, or liberation from rebirth, is barely mentioned in 
this particular passage, but implicit here is the understanding that the lifestyle 
and disposition being recommended forms a part of the dharma or spiritual 
path of one who aspires for moksha. The attitude recommended here is 
probably not suitable for a person living the worldly life and it certainly stands in 
marked contrast to the teachings on raja-dharma that Bhishma has previously 
recommended. Yudhishthira’s initial question is specifically about the type of 
conduct and behaviour that will “bring one to the position of brahman” and we 
can accept that this phrase is synonymous with the achievement of liberation 
from rebirth. There is nothing here about the Samkhya philosophy or the Yoga 
practices that also form essential elements of the moksha-dharma, but this 
passage is dealing specifically with the subject of how such a seeker should 
view the world and interact with his fellow human beings. The form of conduct 
advocated here is one aspect of the endeavour to break free of all worldly 
attachments and thereby achieve liberation from rebirth.

3. Jaigishavya does not place a great deal of emphasis on the result that can be 
achieved by following the path he advocates. However, one can infer from 
Yudhishthira’s initial question and the first line of Bhishma’s response that this 
is the ideal way of life for one who is seeking brahman, or moksha. And when 
Jaigishavya begins to speak, he refers to “the peace which is obtained by those 
who act righteously,” and here the word shanti or ‘peace’ is one that is often 
used to describe the state of liberation in which all the difficulties of life in this 
world cease to trouble an enlightened person. Later on he says, “Mortal beings 
who act in this way live joyfully at all times” and “he sleeps happily in this world 
and in the world to come” and finally, “he reaches the position of brahman, 
which is changeless and beyond this material nature”. Taken together these 
expressions reveal quite clearly that the lifestyle being advocated here is for 
one who is seeking to break free of the misery that characterises existence in 
this world and to enter the higher, eternal existence, designated as “the position 
of brahman.”
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Extract 3, Udyoga-parvan (Book 5), Chapter 157
As the two armies moved towards Kurukshetra, Duryodhana decided to send another 
emissary to the Pandavas, not to seek peace but to goad his enemies with derisive words. 
A gambler’s son named Uluka was selected for this mission and Duryodhana instructed him 
as follows:

‘Give this message to Yudhishthira from me: The time has now come for you to make good 
your warlike claims. You are renowned as one who is devoted to dharma so how can you 
contemplate this wicked course of action? How can you think of this destructive war when 
you should be giving protection to all creatures? There is a verse spoken by Prahlada in 
ancient times that you should listen to carefully: “The person whose standard of dharma 
is very high, but who keeps his wickedness well concealed is adopting the behaviour of the 
cat.” And here is the story of that cat:

‘Once a wicked cat came to live on the banks of the Ganga. Giving up all work he stood with 
his arms upraised, pretending to have purified his heart, and proclaimed to all creatures, 
“I am now devoted to dharma.” After some time had elapsed, the smaller creatures came 
to trust him and they praised him for his virtue and his devotion to religious life. Being 
worshipped by birds and small mammals, the cat regarded his purpose as already fulfilled. 
After some time a group of mice came there and they regarded the cat as a virtuous person, 
committed to a life of dharma. The mice then said to the cat, “We have many enemies, but 
through your grace we can roam freely in this place. You are our shelter; you are our friend; 
you are always devoted to dharma and the acquisition of virtue. Therefore protect us from 
danger.”

‘The cat replied, “As I am now an ascetic sadhu offering protection is not my dharma. 
However, I cannot refuse your request. But you must follow my instructions. I am now so 
weakened by my austerities that I can barely move so some of you must carry me every 
day to the riverside and back.” The mice agreed to this request and made over the old and 
the young amongst them to be the cat’s servants. The cat, however, was an artful cheat 
and he then began to feast on the mice who were supposed to be his servants. Seeing that 
something was amiss, the mice said to each other. “What is happening? Our uncle is growing 
stout and strong whilst our numbers are declining.” A mouse named Dindika then said, “You 
all go and wait by the river and I will accompany our uncle on his daily journey.” The others 
agreed to this, but the cat was unaware of the plan and on that day he ate Dindika along 
with several other mice.

‘Then an elderly mouse named Kilika addressed the whole community, “Our uncle is not 
really anxious to pursue dharma. He is a hypocrite who appears to be our friend when he 
is in fact our enemy. Can you not see that the excrement of a creature who lives on fruits 
and roots would never contain hair or fur? Whilst his strength increases our numbers are 
in decline. And we have not seen Dindika for eight days now.” On hearing these words the 
mice all fled from that place and the cat gave up his dharmic practices and returned whence 
he had come.

‘O wicked one, you are just like that cat and behave towards your allies and relatives just as 
he did towards those mice! Your speech drips with dharma, but your deeds are of another 
kind. Your devotion to the scriptures and your gentle conduct are just for show! Give up this 
hypocrisy and fight like a true Kshatriya!’

The fact that this story has been omitted from the Critical Edition reveals the problems inherent 
in producing a standardised text. If it is not Mahabharata material then it has no status at all 
and may become lost without any particular location. The story itself appeals for a number of 
reasons. Firstly, there is the fact that here we have Duryodhana trying to give Yudhishthira a 
lecture on dharma and telling him an instructive story to support his words. His words are so 
disingenuous that they reveal the depths of self-delusion to which a wicked-minded person can 
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sink. The story itself has a very modern resonance with its tale of a cynical, self-interested guru 
who takes advantage of the naivety of his unfortunate disciples. In relation to Yudhishthira the 
accusation is wholly unjust, but I think all of us could think of candidates from modern religion 
who might fit the bill quite appropriately. And as a final note, I think it is very likely that this 
story is included in the bas-relief known as ‘Arjuna’s penance’, dating from around the year 
650, which is to be found in the town of Mamallapuram, about 35 miles south of Chennai. The 
picture below does not really allow one to pick out all the details, but if you look just below 
the tusks of the largest elephant you can see the figure of a creature standing with its arms 
aloft and to its right on the ground a group of small animals offering their respects. A close 
inspection of the actual monument reveals that the standing figure is in fact a cat and those 
paying their respects are mice or rats.

Extract 4, Vana -parvan (Book 3), Chapters 296-298
Whilst the Pandavas were in exile in the forest they once found themselves to be short of 
water. Yudhishthira asked each of his brothers in turn to go and search for water. Each of them 
departed but none of them returned, for when they attempted to draw water from a nearby 
lake they were smitten by a yaksha named Baka, a nature spirit who claimed proprietorship 
over the lake. The yaksha demanded that the four brothers answer his questions before 
they take water from his lake and when Nakula, Sahadeva, Arjuna and Bhima refused to 
accept these terms and drank the pure water they fell dead on the banks.

Finally Yudhishthira himself came to that place and when the Yaksha made the same demand 
of him as he had of his brothers, Yudhishthira accepted the terms. When the yaksha asked 
the questions ‘What makes the sun rise? Who keeps it company? What causes it to set? In 
whom is it established?’, Yudhishthira replied: ‘Brahma makes the sun rise. Dharma causes 
it to set. The gods keep it company. It is established in truth.’



Session Four: Passages of Religious Teaching within the Mahabharata

65

The yaksha asked: ‘How does a person become learned? How does a person become great? 
How does he acquire a second greatness? How does a person become wise?’ Yudhishthira 
replied: ‘One becomes learned by studying the shruti. One becomes great through tapa 
(religious austerity). One acquires a second greatness through intelligence. One becomes 
wise by serving those who are old.’

The yaksha asked: ‘What person is considered to be dead, even though he breathes, enjoys 
the objects of the senses, possesses intelligence, is well regarded≠≠ by the world and is liked 
by all beings?’ Yudhisthira replied: ‘One who makes no offerings to gods, servants, guests, 
forefathers and himself, is dead even though he breathes.’

The yaksha asked: ‘What is heavier than the earth? What is higher than the heavens? What 
is swifter than the wind? What is more numerous than the blades of grass?’ Yudhishthira 
replied: ‘The mother is heavier than the earth. The father is higher than the heavens. The 
mind is swifter than the wind. Our thoughts are more numerous than blades of grass.’

The yaksha asked: ‘Who is the friend of the exile? Who is the friend of a householder? Who 
is the friend on one who is ill? Who is the friend of one on the point of death?’ Yudhishthira 
replied: ‘A companion is the friend of an exile. His wife is the friend of a householder. The 
physician is the friend of the sick. Charity is the friend of one on the point of death.’

The yaksha asked: ‘What is the highest abode of virtue? What is the highest abode of fame? 
What is the highest abode of heaven? What is the highest abode of happiness?’ Yudhishthira 
replied: ‘Generosity is the highest abode of virtue. Charity is the highest abode of fame. 
Truth is the highest abode of heaven. Good conduct is the highest abode of happiness.’

The yaksha asked: ‘What is the soul of a man? Who is the friend of a man bestowed by the 
gods? What is a man’s chief support? What is a man’s main refuge?’ Yudhishthira replied: 
‘His child is a man’s soul. His wife is the friend bestowed upon a man by the gods. The clouds 
are a man’s chief support. Charity is a man’s main refuge.’

The yaksha asked: ‘What is the highest dharma? What is that virtue that always brings a 
result? What is that which brings no regret when controlled? With whom can one never 
break an alliance?’ Yudhishthira replied: ‘Not harming others is the highest dharma. The 
Vedic rituals always produce results. There is no regret when the mind is controlled. An 
alliance with good people can never be broken.’

The yaksha asked: ‘’What makes one agreeable if it is renounced? What brings no regret 
when it is renounced? What makes one wealthy when it is renounced? What makes 
one happy if it is renounced?’ Yudhishthira replied: ‘Pride, when renounced, makes one 
agreeable. There is no regret when anger is renounced. One becomes wealthy when one 
renounces desire. Happiness is obtained when one renounces greed.’

The yaksha asked: ‘How does one become a Brahman? Is it by birth, conduct, study or 
learning?’ Yudhishthira replied: ‘The status of a  Brahman is not determined by birth, study 
or learning; it is one’s behaviour alone that determines one’s position as a Brahman.’

The yaksha asked: ‘Who is truly happy? What is the most wonderful thing? What is the 
path? What is the information we seek? Answer me these four questions and your brothers 
will live again.’ Yudhishthira replied: ‘A man who cooks just a few vegetables in his house 
but is not in debt to anyone else is truly happy. Day after day countless creatures die and 
depart for the abode of Yama but those who remain here live as if they are immortal; this 
is the most wonderful thing. Argument produces no certain conclusion, the shrutis provide 
different answers, there is no one rishi who can be accepted by all and the truth of religion 
and dharma is hidden deep in caves. Therefore the true path is that along which righteous 
persons walk. This world is like a cooking pan, the sun is the fire, days and nights are fuel, 
months and seasons are the ladle. In this pan time is cooking all creatures: that is the 
information we need to know.’
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The yaksha then said: ‘Since not harming is deemed by you to be superior to both profit and 
pleasure let all your brothers live once more.’

Yudhishthira then asks how it is possible that a mere yaksha could slay those mighty warriors 
and it is revealed that the yaksha is in fact the god Dharma himself, Yudhishthira’s true 
father, who had come there to witness the immovable virtue his son. Being pleased by the 
conduct of the son of Pandu, he granted them the blessing that they would be able to 
pass their thirteenth year in secret in the kingdom of Virata. He then offered Yudhishthira a 
further gift and Yudhishthira replied, ‘O Lord, may I always be able to conquer greed, folly 
and anger and may my mind always be devoted to charity, truth and austerity.’ The god of 
Dharma then vanished from that place.

This passage of teachings is rather more closely integrated into the central narrative of the 
Mahabharata than some of the other pieces we have looked at, but nonetheless it does 
demonstrate again the way the text is constantly seeking to go beyond the mere telling of 
a story and fulfil its role as a didactic scripture. In fact, what has been included here is only 
a selection of the questions and answers put by the yaksha and answered by Yudhishthira, 
but they do serve to give a clear insight into the understanding of dharma that Yudhishthira 
consistently represents.

This whole passage is really about dharma in the broad sense of virtue, which is overtly 
distinguished from the varna- or kshatriya-dharma that is advocated in other portions of the 
Mahabharata. It is noteworthy that Yudhishthira here asserts that a person’s status as a Brahman 
is determined only on the basis of his conduct, and not on the basis of birth, as Bhishma insists 
later on when he is giving instructions on raja-dharma. This difference of opinion over the 
criterion for varna status is another element in the divisions over the nature of dharma that 
recurs continually throughout the Mahabharata. It is also significant that when the yaksha asks, 
kas cha dharmah parah, or ‘And what is the highest form of dharma?’, Yudhishthira replies, 
anrishamsyam paro dharmas, or, ‘Not harming is the highest form of dharma,’ again in line 
with the interpretation of dharma he offers consistently throughout the Mahabharata.

Taken as a whole, the passage consists to some extent of a series of riddles that Yudhishthira 
is able to answer by means of his intellectual prowess along with a series of ethical conundrums 
that Yudhishthira solves by dint of his perfect understanding of the nature of dharma. We 
must also be aware that the yaksha who poses the questions and accepts the validity of 
Yudhishthira’s views is none other than Dharma himself, a factor that reinforces the view that 
the Mahabharata approves of the position Yudhishthira takes and endorses his understanding 
of dharma. 

Conclusion
These four brief passages do very little to convey the scope of the Mahabharata’s didactic 
material but I hope they provide some insight into to the varying types of material the text as a 
whole contains. When we think of the Mahabharata, we should of course primarily emphasise 
the story it tells, the debates over dharma it embodies and the presence of Krishna, the 
Supreme Deity manifest on earth. However, we should also be aware of this secondary role 
as a repository of religious teachings of many different types and perhaps most significantly 
the teachings on Samkhya and Yoga contained in the Moksha-dharma section of the Shanti-
parvan, for these are of immense significance in any appreciation of the development of Indian 
religious thought.
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Session Five: An Introduction to the Ramayana 

Understanding the Ramayana and its teachings
One of the principal problems we face in studying the Ramayana lies in defining exactly what 
we mean by the Ramayana. Of course, the obvious answer to this question is to suggest that it 
is an ancient Sanskrit work composed by the sage Valmiki, which tells the story of the descent 
to earth of the Supreme Deity in the form of Rama, the son of Dasaratha. And because this 
answer is so obvious it is the one that we will be making use for the most part during this 
section of the course. However, we must also be aware of the limitations of this definition, 
particularly in relation to the role played by the personality of Rama in the wider context of 
Hindu dharma. 

For one thing the cycle of stories centring on the Rama narrative is not confined to Valmiki’s 
Ramayana and there are numerous incidents referred to in the Puranas, in Tulsidas’s Ram-
charit-manas, and in oral traditions that Valmiki does not mention despite the fact that these 
elements of the story are almost universally accepted within the Hindu community. An example 
of this is the Laksmana-rekha, the magical circle created by Lakshmana to protect Sita before 
she is kidnapped by Ravana. This incident is almost always included in oral retellings of the story 
and in the film and television versions that have proved to be so popular. It is not, however, 
present in Valmiki’s Ramayana or in the Ram-charit-manas and appears to be a product of oral 
retellings of the tale. If one watches a film version such as the well-known Sampurna Ramayana, 
one must be aware that many of the nuances of the story that are relayed in that form are not 
taken from Valmiki, but still, within the context of Hinduism as a living tradition, they have a 
role and a significance. Hence when we speak of the Ramayana or the ‘Rama story’, it may be 
that to confine ourselves to Valmiki’s original version is to impose artificial boundaries and to 
somewhat overlook the Hindu religious context.

It is certainly the case that the overwhelming majority of the inhabitants of India are 
completely familiar with the stories of Rama, Sita, Lakshmana, etc., for they are an intrinsic and 
integral feature of Indian culture, providing themes for storytelling, dance, drama, television 
and film. However, it is equally the case that only a minority of the Indian population have ever 
read Valmiki’s Ramayana in either the Sanskrit original or a vernacular translation. Hence in the 
context of Hindu religiosity it is the popular retellings that are perhaps of greater significance 
than the original version created by Valmiki.

In fact the content of the story differs only in detail between the various versions and the 
main elements of its narrative are always the same. There are, however, major differences 
of emphasis between Valmiki and later versions in the way the story is told and the style of 
the retelling. Here we must notice the work of Tulsidas, a North Indian poet who wrote in 
Hindi and is included amongst the followers of Vallabhacharya, one of the great teachers of 
devotional Hinduism. In the year 1574, Tulsidas produced an extensive work in Hindi in which 
he retold the story of Rama very much in line with the version of Valmiki. One reason for 
this was certainly to facilitate the many millions of devoted worshippers of Rama who had no 
knowledge of Sanskrit. However, there is a notable difference in the way that Tulsidas tells the 
story as he consistently emphasises the divinity of Rama and the position of Rama as an object 
of devotional love for devout Hindus. 

Valmiki, on the other hand, seems less concerned with the divinity of Rama, which he 
highlights only in the first and final books of his Ramayana and is primarily concerned to show 
Rama as a human being who exemplifies the dharmic way of life. So in Tulsidas’s Ram-charit-
manas it is bhakti, or devotion, that is the principal theme of the storytelling while Valmiki has 
much less interest in this aspect of the story. In contemporary Hinduism, however, it is the 
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bhakti element that is most prominent and for the overwhelming majority of Hindus Rama 
is more a Deity to be worshipped with intense devotion than a role model whose life and 
principles are to be emulated. Moreover, it is in Tulsidas’s writings that we find Hanuman being 
glorified as a deity in his own right in a manner that once again forms a significant element of 
contemporary Hindu belief and practice. And for this reason it can be very plausibly argued 
that when the Hindu religious context is brought to the fore, it is Tulsidas’s version that is of 
greater significance than the original work of Valmiki. 

One might suggest that the relationship between Valmiki’s Ramayana and the Ram-charit-
manas is rather similar to that between the Mahabharata and the Bhagavata Purana. In the 
Mahabharata, as we have seen, Krishna is very clearly established as an earthly manifestation 
of the Supreme Deity but emotional forms of bhakti are not particularly emphasised. In the 
Bhagavata Purana, however, we find a retelling of the Krishna stories with an emphasis on 
his early life and a mood of intense devotion surrounding the material. It is possible to argue 
that Tulsidas is retelling the story of Rama from the same perspective as that adopted by the 
Bhagavata Purana in its rendition of the Krishna narratives.

With these caveats in mind, we can now go on to engage in a brief study of the scope, contents 
and structure of Valmiki’s great work whilst occasionally returning to Tulsidas to look for an 
alternative interpretation of the material, for Tulsidas is a commentator on Valmiki as well as a 
storyteller in his own right. We will first consider the structure and contents of Valmiki’s story, 
the way he forms his Ramayana into seven discrete books and the outline of the narrative he 
relays. We will then consider the principal religious ideas that this Ramayana explores, perhaps 
most significantly its emphasis on dharmic life, and its representation of Rama as both a human 
being and the Supreme Deity. Finally, we will consider the central characters of the narrative, 
good and bad, and reflect on the lessons that each of them offers to humanity through the role 
they play in the story and the type of conduct they typically adopt. 

If you would like more information on Tulsidas and his literary work, we would recommend 
these websites as being useful and informative:

• www.freeindia.org/biographies/tulsi
• www.angelfire.com/id/itihaas/index.html
• www.geocities.com/Athens/8107/bios2.html#tulasi

What is Valmiki’s Ramayana about?
In Western scholarship Valmiki’s Ramayana, along with the Mahabharata, is usually designated 
as one of the two Indian epics. In India the term itihasa or ‘history’ is more usual. As with the 
Mahabharata, however, I would again suggest that the term ‘epic’ does not really do justice 
to the status of the Ramayana as a religious text or scripture, and there has been something 
of a tendency in Western scholarship to minimise the religious identity of the Ramayana. For 
this reason I am not entirely comfortable with the term ‘epic’ when speaking of either the 
Ramayana or the Mahabharata. 

Of course, the principal task that Valmiki sets for himself is that of narrating in considerable 
detail the story of the life of Sri Rama, the prince and king of Ayodhya who was banished to 
the forest and who fought a great war against Ravana, the rakshasa king of Lanka who had 
kidnapped his wife Sita. There are, however, some consistent themes running through the 
story that carry its meaning beyond that of a straightforward narrative account. One must 
be aware of the divine identity of Rama who is an avatar or descent of Narayana, present 
on earth in order to sustain the existence of dharma. In this sense Valmiki’s Ramayana can 
be understood as a work of Vaishnava devotion, relaying an avatar story that becomes an 
object of contemplation and devotion for those whose hearts are drawn towards Rama as the 
Supreme Deity. However, whilst this is certainly the central theme of Tulsidas’s work, it is less 
prominent in Valmiki’s Ramayana in which Rama is depicted as a manifestation of God only in 
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the first and seventh books, the Bala- and the Uttara-kandas. Later on we will look in more 
detail at the reasons as to why Valmiki should adopt this reticent approach in discussing Rama’s 
divinity.

The central theme of Valmiki’s Ramayana, and in that sense its principal meaning, relates to 
the need to adhere to dharma at all times. Dharma is the central concept of Valmiki’s Ramayana, 
and it is because dharma is one of the primary notions of Hindu religious thought that the 
Ramayana must be regarded as a religious work. The story is told and a range of characters 
portrayed in different situations in order to reveal to the readers and hearers how dharma is 
to be made the fundamental principle of human life and also the problems and trials one must 
face and overcome in order to adhere constantly to the rule of dharma. Rama thus becomes 
not just a Deity but the ideal human being whose personal desires and self-interest are always 
made secondary to dharmic principles. This then must be one of the central concepts we pay 
attention to as we set about our survey of Valmiki’s great work.

The origins of the Ramayana
As is almost universally the case, Hindu and Western scholars have very different opinions on 
this subject. According to the Ramayana itself, the work was composed by a sage and holy 
man named Valmiki who lived in an ashram during Rama’s lifetime. It was he who compiled 
the history of Rama’s life and arranged for it to be first recited in the presence of Rama himself 
by Rama’s twin sons, Lava and Kusha, to whom Sita had given birth whilst she was in exile in 
Valmiki’s ashram. Rama’s appearance in this world is said to have been in the Treta-yuga, a 
previous age, and hence the Hindu view is that the composition of the Ramayana took place in 
a period of truly remote antiquity.

The view of Western scholars is expressed by John Brockington in his work, The Sacred 
Thread:

Krishna is not the central figure in the Mahabharata and his deification is obviously directly 
related to his expounding of the Bhagavadgita. But Rama is the eponymous hero of the 
Ramayana and his deification is as obviously the result of the portrayal of his character 
there. Although he is clearly a martial hero and the climax of the whole epic is his defeat of 
the Rakshasa king Ravana, from the beginning important issues of conduct were central to 
the plot. When, on the eve of his installation as heir apparent, Rama is suddenly sent into 
a fourteen year exile though the machinations of his stepmother, his reaction is not anger 
but calm acceptance of his father’s will—an impressive demonstration of filial obedience. So 
too, in similar displays of wifely devotion and brotherly affection, Sita and Lakshmana insist 
on accompanying him. Once in the forest, Rama as a kshatriya fulfils his duty by offering 
protection to the various hermits living there. The underhand abduction of Sita by Ravana 
leads inexorably to the climax of the poem in the siege of Ravana’s capital Lanka and his 
eventual defeat; this is easily represented as a conflict between good and evil, while the 
long search for Sita amply demonstrates Rama’s devotion to his wife.

Thus, the elevation of Rama’s character, combined with his standing as a prince, made it 
natural to compare him to the gods. Initially and regularly compared with Indra, the king 
of the gods and a natural comparison for martial heroes, Rama later is seen increasingly as 
himself divine. Although he is still compared to Indra and his brother Lakshmana as his close 
helper to Vishnu, by the later parts of the epic’s development Rama is directly identified 
with the now more prominent Vishnu. This is first clearly seen in the first and last books 
which were added round the earlier core. In the first book it is recounted, among the events 
of Rama’s youth, how he and his three brothers are born as incarnations of Vishnu, while 
various deities engender other leading figures in the story, and how he wins the hand of Sita, 
daughter of King Janaka of Mithila, by drawing till it breaks the great bow given to Janaka 
by Shiva.

In the last book, Ravana’s genealogy and past exploits are developed, making him into an 
adversary of the gods who has indeed won from Brahma by his asceticism the boon of 
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invulnerability from all beings more powerful than man. The older struggle between the 
Devas and the Asuras for power is here not only transposed to the mundane sphere but 
also given definitely moral aspects. Rama’s defeat of Ravana has been assigned the same 
cosmic significance as Indra’s defeat of Namuchi and Vishnu’s of Bali. With this change of 
interpretation of the story, various features undergo modification. Originally the epic ended 
in a joyful reunion followed by a triumphant return, the fourteen years of exile having 
conveniently expired; in a reworking which is similar in outlook to the first and last books the 
text now extant has Rama recognised as divine (first by identification with various deities 
and then by identification with Vishnu) by a contingent of the gods led by Brahma, while Sita 
has to undergo an ordeal by fire to prove her chastity before Rama will accept her back.

At the same time other episodes of the original story receive a moralistic gloss to adapt them 
to this new outlook, for when Rama is perceived to be a god, moral lapses are unthinkable. 
His killing of the Vanara chief Valin while the latter was engaged in combat with his brother 
Sugriva, now Rama’s ally, receives elaborate but rather unconvincing justification. Even his 
martial activities to protect the hermits as they pursue their religious activities are seen 
as slightly suspect, and emphasis is placed on his duty as a kshatriya and a ruler to uphold 
dharma, law and order as well as religion. Indeed, the ethical polarisation apparent in the 
development of the Ramayana, proceeding from within the plot itself, leads naturally to a 
stress on Rama’s activity on behalf of dharma and his defeat of evil in the person of Ravana. 
The reasons for his eventual identification with the benevolent activity for mankind of 
Vishnu are thus easily discerned, more so than with Krishna, although it is the Bhagavadgita, 
with its already quoted declaration of the deity’s periodic manifestation, that provides the 
theoretic framework for the doctrine of Vishnu’s avataras, incarnations (literally descents). 
(pp. 62-64)

There are a number of issues raised by this extract that one might want to pursue, but first 
write down your answer to these questions and then read the discussion that follows.

1. What pattern of composition and development is suggested here for Valmiki’s 
Ramayana?

2. On what grounds might one challenge the view that “when Rama is perceived to 
be a god, moral lapses are unthinkable”?

3. What relationship between the Ramayana and the Bhagavad Gita is suggested in 
the final paragraph?

Discussion
1. The suggestion made in this passage is that the Ramayana was originally a warrior 

epic in which Rama was regarded only as a great king and warrior, without 
possessing divine attributes. The identification of Rama as a form of Vishnu is 
said here to be a feature of the “the later parts of the epic’s development”. The 
earlier ‘core’ is to be found in the middle five books of the present work whilst 
the first and seventh books in which Rama is shown as an avatar of God are 
taken to be later additions. It is also suggested that the incidents in Book 6, in 
which Rama is hailed as the Supreme Deity by Brahma and the other gods, and 
Sita is tested in the fire, are later additions based on the new divine identity 
that has been ascribed to the hero of the work. Thus for John Brockington and 
most Western scholars, the history of the development of Valmiki’s Ramayana is 
rather similar to that of the Mahabharata. It is believed that both works began 
as secular warrior epics, being composed some time around 500 BC. They were 
then modified and added to over a period of several centuries and thereby 
gradually transformed into religious scriptures. It is suggested that Valmiki’s 
Ramayana finally attained the form in which it is known today perhaps as late 
as AD 200 or 300. I must admit that I am troubled by the way in which this 
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academic conjecture is presented in this passage as a proven or indeed provable 
fact. To my mind, the use of the words ‘obviously’ and ‘clearly’ in this context 
is not really appropriate as the theorising designated by them is in many cases 
neither inherently ‘clear’ nor ‘obvious’. And as we have seen with regard to Alf 
Hiltebeitel’s views on the Mahabharata, there are some major Western scholars 
who do not accept this view. Suffice to say that there is no clear evidence to 
support the suggestion of a secular Ramayana being transformed into a sacred 
text, and indeed it is my view that this conjecture serves in some ways to distort 
the actual meaning of the work. But this is a point we will return to later on 
when we consider the question of the divinity of Rama.

2. When I read this phrase I immediately thought of the role played by Krishna 
in the Mahabharata narrative. If the postulated Brahmanical editors of the 
Mahabharata were quite happy to have their Deity behave in an apparently 
immoral manner, why would it be that for those reworking the Ramayana, 
“moral lapses are unthinkable” in the case of Rama?

3. The idea here is that the story of Rama exactly meets the designation of the 
functions of an avatar outlined in the fourth chapter of the Bhagavad Gita. In 
verse 8, it is stated that avatars descend in order to protect the virtuous, destroy 
the wicked and to sustain dharma, and this constitutes a succinct definition 
of the activities performed by Rama according to the Ramayana. The point is 
that Rama seems closer to the ideal of avatar designated by this verse than 
does Krishna who of course is the speaker of the Gita. And this again raises the 
question as to whether John Brockington’s understanding of the Mahabharata, 
Ramayana and Bhagavad Gita might be rather too simplistic in its view of a 
secular epic being converted into a moral and religious treatise. What is apparent 
is that morality or dharma is at the very core of the Ramayana in its depiction of 
a great conflict between virtue and dharma and wickedness and adharma.

The structure and contents of Valmiki’s Ramayana
Let us now turn to look at the way in which Valmiki divides his great work into seven distinct 
books and then move on to review the contents of each as it carries the narrative forward to 
its final conclusion. In relation to the Mahabharata, we must first note that the Ramayana is 
a much shorter work containing approximately 24,000 verses and hence is less than a third 
of the length of the Mahabharata. This is due in part to the fact that the story is slightly more 
straightforward and contains fewer subplots. Equally significant, however, is the fact that 
Valmiki’s Ramayana is not punctuated with passages of religious teaching to anything like the 
extent that this occurs within the Mahabharata. We do find a number of stories being narrated 
that are tangential to the central narrative, most notably when Rama and Lakshmana are in the 
company of Vishvamitra, but there is nothing similar to the huge tracts of religious discourse 
that are revealed by Bhishma on his deathbed.
The seven books of the Ramayana are as follows:

1. The Bala-kanda (the ‘Book of childhood’)
2. The Ayodhya-kanda (the ‘Book of Ayodhya’)
3. The Aranya-kanda (the ‘Book of the forest’)
4. The Kishkindha-kanda (the ‘Book of Kishkindha’)
5. The Sundara-kanda (the ‘Book of beauty’)
6. The Yuddha-kanda (the ‘Book of war’)
7. The Uttara-kanda (the ‘Book of conclusion’)
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Book 1, The Bala-kanda (76 chapters)
The introduction to the Ramayana tells of how Valmiki first heard the story of Rama from Narada, 
how he devised the shloka metre for his poetry and how he received Brahma’s blessing for the 
work he proposed to commence. He starts with a description of the beauty and prosperity 
of the city of Ayodhya during the reign of King Dasaratha. The king, however, has no son to 
succeed him and so brings the great rishi named Rishyashringa to perform an Ashvamedha-
yajña that will allow him to beget offspring. When the sacrifice is complete, Dasaratha receives 
a blessing that he will beget four sons as offspring of his three wives. 

We then learn that the gods are deeply disturbed by the power and wickedness of Ravana. 
They approach Brahma for help and he in turn requests Vishnu, the Supreme Deity, to descend 
to earth to resolve the problem. Vishnu agrees to appear as the son Dasaratha and requests 
the gods to take birth with him in the form of monkeys and bears. Rama is then born as the son 
of Dasaratha followed by his three brothers, Bharata, Lakshmana and Shatrughna.

When Rama is still in his adolescence, the sage Vishvamitra comes to Dasaratha and requests 
the assistance of Rama and Lakshmana in resisting the attacks of rakshasas who are disrupting 
his religious rituals. Eventually Dasaratha has to give permission and the two boys depart with 
the rishi. Along the way they kill a ferocious female demon named Tataki and then they protect 
Vishvamitra’s ashram from the rakshasas. 

Vishvamitra then advises the two brothers that they should go with him to Mithila to 
participate in the ceremony at which Sita the daughter of King Janaka will choose her husband. 
Along the way Vishvamitra tells them a number of stories relating to the places they pass 
through, including an extensive account of the descent of the Ganga to earth. Rama also frees 
Ahalya from the curse imposed upon her by her husband, Gautama. We are then told the 
history of Vishvamitra, of his quarrel with Vasishtha and how he was elevated from the status 
of a Kshatriya to become a Brahman.

The choosing of a husband by Sita is contingent on the stringing of a great bow held in 
Janaka’s possession. None of the kings present for the ceremony can perform this feat, but 
Rama does so very easily and then breaks the bow in half. He thereby wins Sita as his wife and 
when the wedding is completed he returns with her to Ayodhya. As they are about to depart 
they are confronted by Parashurama, the warlike Brahman who is an enemy of all Kshatriyas. 
However, Parashurama soon recognises Rama the son of Dasaratha as Vishnu himself and 
retires from the world to live in the mountains. The book concludes with Rama and his party 
entering the city of Ayodhya.

Book 2, The Ayodhya-kanda (119 chapters)
The Ayodhya-kanda opens with Dasaratha deciding that he will install Rama as the heir to 
his throne. As the ceremony of installation is being prepared, Manthara a hunchback maid, 
turns the mind of Kaikeyi, one of Dasaratha’s wives who is the mother of Bharata, against 
Rama, convincing her that his succession to the throne will pose danger to herself and her 
son. Following Manthara’s advice, Kaikeyi demands that Dasaratha grant her the two gifts he 
had previously promised her for service she rendered him on the battlefield. When Dasaratha 
agrees, Kaikeyi insists that Bharata be installed as heir to the throne and Rama be banished to 
the forest for fourteen years. 

Dasaratha is left distraught and speechless by this turn of events, but Kaikeyi informs Rama 
of what has happened and Rama immediately accepts that his father’s word must not be 
broken. Rama comforts his own mother, Kausalya, and then prepares to leave. His younger 
brother Lakshmana insists on accompanying him into exile, and Sita similarly will not allow her 
husband to depart without her. Dressed in the simple clothing of the forest, the three of them 
depart while the citizens of Ayodhya lament and then follow them along the way. Rama, Sita 
and Lakshmana then cross the Ganga secretly so that they can depart alone. He is assisted in 
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crossing the river by Guha, the chief of a local tribe, and they then proceed to the ashram of 
the sage Bharadvaja who advises them to reside in the beautiful forest region of Chitrakoot.

In the meantime Dasaratha remains stricken with grief, unable to bear his separation from 
Rama, and as a result of this terrible distress he passes away. Bharata has been in Kekaya with 
Shatrughna visiting his grandfather, but when he returns and learns what has happened he 
is furious with his mother. He sets out to find Rama and persuade him to return to become 
the King of Ayodhya. When Bharata arrives at Chitrakoot there is a tearful reunion but Rama 
insists that despite his father’s death the pledge given cannot be broken. Bharata eventually 
has to accept Rama’s decision but takes with him a pair of his brother’s sandals to install on the 
throne as a mark of his true sovereignty. When the party has returned to Ayodhya, Rama and 
Lakshmana decide to travel further towards the south so that this painful incident will not be 
repeated. They go first to the ashram of the sage Atri and his wife Anasuya and then depart for 
the dense jungles of the Dandaka Forest.

Book 3, The Aranya-kanda (75 chapters)
When they enter the Dandaka forest, Rama, Lakshmana and Sita are attacked by a fearsome 
demon named Viradha, but they are able to destroy this creature. They then visit the ashrams 
of various rishis, male and female, including Sharabhanga, Sutikshna, Mandakarni and Agastya. 
It is Agastya who advises them to make their residence at Panchavati where they meet with 
Jatayu, a vulture who was a friend and ally of Dasaratha.

Whilst they are living at Panchavati their ashram is visited by Surpanakha, the sister of 
Ravana, the rakshasa king of Lanka. When Surpanakha’s amorous advances are refused and 
she turns to attack Sita, Lakshmana cuts off the tip of her nose and ears. She seeks the help of 
a rakshasa chieftain named Khara and his general Dushana, but when they attack Rama and 
Lakshmana they are killed along with their entire army. Surpanakha then returns to Ravana, 
demanding revenge and encouraging him to steal away the beautiful wife of her enemy. Ravana 
agrees to do this and forces Maricha to assist him by taking the form of a golden deer. When 
the golden deer appears before Rama’s ashram, Sita begs him for its beautiful hide. Rama 
agrees and sets off in pursuit but when the deer is shot it imitates Rama’s voice calling for help. 
Impelled by harsh words uttered by Sita, Lakshmana then leaves the ashram to see what has 
befallen Rama. Ravana seizes this opportunity to take away Sita by force in his aerial chariot 
and when Jatayu tries to prevent him, the rakshasa king cuts off the vulture’s wings.

As she is being taken away, Sita drops some of her jewels, which are collected by monkeys 
on the ground below. In Lanka, Ravana tries to win Sita over but she is always contemptuous 
of his conduct and his words. Returning to the ashram and finding Sita gone, Rama laments 
bitterly and begins the search in the company of Lakshmana. They find Jatayu lying on the 
ground, mortally wounded, and learn from him that it was Ravana who kidnapped Sita. In the 
course of their search Rama and Lakshmana are captured by a demon named Kabandha. When 
Kabandha’s arms are cut off he tells them of the curse he was suffering under and advises them 
to seek help from Sugriva, the exiled king of the monkeys. Following this advice they arrive at 
the ashram of the female rishi named Shabari. On her advice they travel to the beautiful lake 
named Pampa and at this point the Aranya-kanda ends and the Kishkindha-kanda begins.

Book 4, The Kishkinda-kanda (67 chapters)
From his position on Rishyamukha Hill, Sugriva sees Rama and Lakshmana arrive at Lake 
Pampa and becomes alarmed lest they be agents of his brother who has banished him from 
the capital city of the monkeys in Kishkindha. He sends his servant Hanuman to approach 
them and discover their intentions. When Hanuman learns of their search for the kidnapped 
Sita he brings them into Sugriva’s presence and an alliance is formed. Sugriva then reveals the 
jewels that Sita dropped from Ravana’s chariot and promises to help Rama to recover her. In 
return Rama promises to kill Vali and restore Sugriva to his position in Kishkindha. Sugriva tells 
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Rama the story of his quarrel with his brother; in order to reassure the monkey that he has the 
strength to defeat Vali, Rama fires an arrow that pierces through seven trees.

Sugriva then returns to Kishkindha and challenges Vali to single combat. On the first occasion 
Rama is unable to distinguish between the two brothers but when they fight again he shoots 
Vali with an arrow whilst hiding behind a tree. Vali accuses Rama of an adharmic act, but Rama 
replies that this was a just punishment for a person who has taken his brother’s wife. Sugriva 
is then reinstalled as the king of the monkeys and Vali’s wife and son, Tara and Angada, are 
assured of their status and well-being. Rama refuses Hanuman’s request to visit Kishkindha as 
he is bound to remain in exile in the forest and he remains living with Lakshmana in a mountain 
cave.

When the rainy season ends and Sugriva still shows no sign of setting out to find Sita, 
Lakshmana angrily enters Kishkindha and threatens him. The monkey has been drinking 
and enjoying female company, but he quickly apologises and begins to send out his monkey 
chieftains to search in all directions. As time passes, each of the groups of monkeys returns 
from its mission without success. Hanuman, however, is still searching. After being trapped in 
a deep cave, Hanuman’s party emerges and encounters Sampati, Jatayu’s elderly brother, who 
tells them that he saw Sita being carried by Ravana across the ocean to Lanka. When Angada 
asks if any of the monkeys has the power to leap across the ocean to Lanka, only Hanuman can 
say that he has the might to accomplish this mission. At this point the Kishkindha-kanda ends 
and the Sundara-kanda begins.

Book 5, The Sundara-kanda (68 chapters)
Tulsidas and others are very clear that this book is named sundara or ‘beautiful’ because it 
tells of the wonderful deeds performed by Hanuman when he finds Sita held captive in Lanka. 
After the information is gained from Sampati, Hanuman leaps across the ocean and arrives 
in Lanka despite being swallowed by two massive female demons. He then searches for Sita 
throughout the city of Lanka, even entering Ravana’s palace where he sees the rakshasa king 
sleeping soundly surrounded by beautiful women. When Sita cannot be found Hanuman is 
afraid that she might have been killed but eventually he catches sight of her in a grove ashoka 
trees, surrounded by female rakshasas who mock and threaten her.

Hanuman then approaches Sita and makes himself known to her. Ravana then comes to 
Sita while Hanuman hides in a tree, but she spurns all his advances and offers of enrichment, 
declaring over and again her unfailing devotion to Rama. When Ravana departs the female 
guards threaten her again and Sita begins to think that her meeting with Hanuman was just a 
dream. Hanuman, however, comes down from the tree and proves his identity by showing Sita 
Rama’s ring with which he has been entrusted. He describes Rama’s sorrow at his separation 
from his wife and offers to take her to him riding on his back; Sita, however, declines the offer, 
saying that she should not touch any person other than Rama and that it would impinge upon 
his honour if another should rescue her.

Hanuman decides to ascertain the military strength of the rakshasas before returning and 
then destroys the royal gardens. Many rakshasas come to capture Hanuman but he kills them 
all, including the chief minister and Ravana’s son named Aksha. He is eventually captured by 
Indrajit, another son of Ravana, and taken into the royal court. There he condemns Ravana and 
tells him that Rama will certainly come to destroy him. Ravana orders Hanuman’s execution but 
his brother Vibhishana intervenes on the monkey’s behalf. The rakshasas set fire to Hanuman’s 
tail, but he instantly breaks free of his bonds and runs through the city causing fire, death and 
havoc. He then jumps back across the ocean and rejoins Angada and his other companions on 
the further shore. The monkeys return to Kishkindha, feasting on Sugriva’s private honey groves 
before they enter the city. Hanuman then tells Rama about Sita’s whereabouts and condition 
and passes on to him one of her jewels that was given as a token of undying love. At this point 
the Kishkindha-kanda ends and we move on to the Yuddha-kanda, the ‘Book or war’.
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Book 6, The Yuddha-kanda (128 chapters)
The sixth book opens with the departure from Kishkindha of Rama, Lakshmana, Sugriva, 
Hanuman and others with a large army of monkeys and bears, which proceeds to the shores 
of the southern ocean. Meanwhile in Lanka, Ravana is holding a council with his ministers. The 
leading rakshasas boast of their prowess and reassure Ravana that they can easily defeat Rama 
and his army. Vibhishana, however, offers more sagacious advice, admonishing his brother 
for his wicked acts and urging him to return Sita in order to make peace with Rama. Ravana 
becomes furious with Vibhishana and has him banished from Lanka; with a small group of 
followers Vibhishana then goes to join forces with Rama.

The problem of crossing the ocean is resolved when Rama threatens it with a mighty arrow. 
The ocean then agrees to hold up a causeway of stones constructed by the monkeys so that they 
can march across to Lanka. When they arrive on the other side, Rama draws his army up into an 
array for battle. Two spies sent by Ravana are captured by the monkeys, but Rama orders their 
release to show his lack of concern over the rakshasa strength. Ravana then attempts to force 
Sita to submit by showing her an illusory form of Rama that has been beheaded, but Sarama, 
a friendly rakshasa woman, reassures her. The monkey host then enters the parks and gardens 
around the city and Sugriva suddenly leaps up to the walls of Lanka and grapples with Ravana 
himself. 

The fighting then begins and many rakshasas and monkeys are slain. Indrajit is a great 
purveyor of magic and he uses this power to bind both Rama and Lakshmana in a network 
of arrows before re-entering the city to proclaim the death of his father’s enemies. However, 
Garuda, the carrier of Vishnu, then appears on the battlefield and frees Rama and Lakshmana 
from their plight. The battle then continues with the monkey commanders such as Angada, 
Hanuman and Nila, performing heroic deeds and killing several of the mightiest rakshasas. 
Eventually Ravana decides to wake his mighty brother Kumbhakarna; many monkeys are killed 
by this terrible rakshasa but eventually Rama cuts him down with a rain of arrows that slice off 
the demon’s limbs.

Indrajit then returns to the fight and renders both Rama and Lakshmana unconscious with a 
fearsome arrow. Hanuman journeys to the Himalayas and returns with the mountain on which 
grow the herbs that could heal the brothers. When they are restored to health the attack on 
Lanka resumes and the city is soon ablaze; many more great rakshasas are killed. Only Indrajit 
prevents a total victory and he then manifests an illusory form of Sita, which he kills in the sight 
of Rama. Vibhishana assures Rama that the vision was unreal and then launches a ferocious 
attack on his nephew. Vibhishana informs Rama that Indrajit can be killed if he is prevented 
from completing his worship of the goddess. Following this advice, Lakshmana leads an attack 
on Indrajit and after a fierce conflict succeeds in killing him.

With the rakshasa army on the point of collapse, Ravana himself then enters the fight. 
Lakshmana is wounded by a javelin hurled by Ravana, but Ravana himself retreats from the 
field when attacked by Rama. Rama is assisted by Indra, the lord of the gods, who sends down 
his chariot and charioteer for use in this final encounter. After a ferocious fight, Rama lets fly 
an unstoppable shaft, which pierces Ravana through the heart and leaves him dead on the 
field. Vibhishana laments over his brother’s death, but Rama comforts him and then has him 
installed as the new King of Lanka.

When Sita is brought to Rama, he repudiates her and will not take her back because she 
has lived for so long under the protection of another man. While all those present shed tears, 
Sita condemns Rama’s attitude and enters a fire to prove her virtue. When she is brought 
forth by the fire god himself, Rama joyfully accepts her and proclaims that he was aware 
all along that this would be the outcome. Brahma then descends to that place with all the 
other gods and proclaims Rama’s identity as Narayana, the Supreme Deity. At Rama’s request, 
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Indra restores to life all the monkeys who were killed in the battle. Taking with him Sugriva, 
Hanuman, Vibhishana and others, Rama then departs for Ayodhya in Ravana’s aerial chariot. 
Hanuman proceeds ahead to warn Bharata of Rama’s approach and when Rama arrives he is 
greeted joyfully by his brother who gladly returns the city and kingdom to him. At this point 
the Yuddha-kanda ends and we begin the final book, the Uttara-kanda, which some scholars 
regard as a later addition.

Book 7, The Uttara-kanda (111 chapters)
The Uttara-kanda concludes the story by telling of the separation of Rama from Sita, the first 

recitation of the Ramayana and then the disappearance of Rama and Sita from this world. Most 
of the first part of this book, however, is devoted to background information about Ravana 
and the way in which he acquired his power and status. We learn first about the defeat of the 
rakshasas by the gods led by Shri Vishnu, but after this Ravana is born as the son of the sage 
Pulastya and a rakshasa princess. Ravana and his brothers perform religious austerity and as a 
result are blessed with great powers by Brahma; Ravana asks for such power that he cannot be 
defeated by any of the higher beings, though he overlooks humans and animals. Ravana then 
conquers all the gods and takes the aerial chariot from his half-brother Kuvera. The only rulers 
who can overcome him are King Kartavirya Arjuna and Vali the lord of the monkeys, both of 
whom are triumphant in their encounters with Ravana and the rakshasa host.

We then learn about the birth of Hanuman as the son of the wind god, Vayu, before the 
story returns to Rama now living peacefully and ruling over Ayodhya. However, Rama later 
learns that the citizens are gossiping about Sita’s conduct and questioning her fidelity whilst 
she was held captive by Ravana. Rama therefore decides he must separate himself from her 
and orders Lakshmana to take her to the ashram of Valmiki. Several stories are then narrated 
by Rama including those of King Nriga, Vasishtha and Yayati.

Acting on Rama’s order, Shatrughna destroys a host of asuras living in the kingdom and 
establishes the city of Mathura as his capital. Whilst on this expedition, Shatrughna learns 
from Valmiki that Sita has given birth to twin sons named Lava and Kusha. Rama then tours 
the length and breadth of his domain in order to root out any hint of adharma that might be 
present. In the course of this journey he again meets the sage Agastya and hears a number of 
stories from him, including those of Shveta and Danda. On returning to Ayodhya, Rama decides 
to perform and Ashvamedha-yajña and narrates to Lakshmana the stories of Indra’s sin and 
the union of Budha and Ila. Although Rama now has no wife, he performs the ritual with a 
golden image of Sita by his side. Valmiki comes to the sacrifice with Lava and Kusha who recite 
Valmiki’s Ramayana in Rama’s presence. Sita is summoned to return but when told that she 
must take an oath of purity she enters the earth and leaves this world. Rama then returns to 
Ayodhya in a state of abject sorrow.

Bharata is later dispatched into the northwest to suppress the gandharvas of that region 
and when he triumphs over them he establishes the city of Taxila (Takshashila). Rama continues 
his perfect rule of Ayodhya so that there is no suffering whatsoever in his domain. A messenger 
then arrives from Brahma informing him that the mission of the avatar is now complete. Rama 
then ascends to heaven, taking with him all his monkey and bear associates as well as all the 
inhabitants of Ayodhya. Rama then re-enters the divine effulgence of Sri Vishnu along with 
his brothers. The Ramayana concludes with a final chapter that lists the worldly and spiritual 
benefits that can be gained by one who recites this sacred work.

Pictures of incidents from the Ramayana
Included below is a collection of numbered pictures illustrating incidents that occur in Valmiki’s 
Ramayana. It is insvtructive to note the different styles of art represented here as this reveals 
the profound impact the Ramayana has had on Indian culture throughout the ages. As you 
look at these pictures, write down a sentence describing the incident that is being portrayed as 
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this will help to consolidate your knowledge of the main story. If there are any that you cannot 
immediately recognise, look through the outline account given above to see if that helps. The 
answers are given below.
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1. This is a rather blurred representation of the climax of the Sita svayamvara. After 
Rama has broken the bow of Shiva, Sita comes forward to place a garland around 
his neck, thereby accepting him as her husband to be.

2. Here we see Hanuman greeting Sita in her place of captivity in Lanka. She refuses 
to enter Ravana’s palace and so remains in a grove of ashoka trees in his 
garden. 

3. Here we see Hanuman leaping across the ocean. When the monkeys are informed 
by Sampati, Jatayu’s brother, that Ravana has taken Sita across the ocean to 
Lanka, only Hanuman is able to make the prodigious leap that will carry him to 
this distant land and there make contact with Sita.

4. This picture shows Hanuman being brought as a captive before Ravana. He has 
been bound with ropes by Ravana’s son Indrajit and the strength of these ropes 
is due to the fact that they were a gift from Brahma himself. Hanuman later 
reveals that he only allowed himself to be bound in this way out of respect for 
Brahma; he then snaps the ropes and reeks havoc throughout Ravana’s city.

5. This is a popular iconic image of Hanuman lifting the mountain. When Rama and 
Lakshmana are wounded by Indrajit with poisoned arrows, the only means of 
curing them is by use of the Samjivani herb. This plant, however, only grows in 
the Himalayas. Hanuman is dispatched to find the Samjivani but because he 
cannot identify which plant it actually is, he rips off the mountain peak and 
carries it all the way back to Lanka.

6. Here we see the end of Ravana as he is shot through the heart by Rama’s arrow. 
According to Tulsidas’s Ram-charit-manas, Ravana is struck in the navel because 
this is where his amrita or immortality is stored, but Valmiki is quite clear that 
his death comes when he is shot through the heart: vibhedah hridayam tasya 
(Yuddha-kanda, 108.18).

7. This picture shows the monkeys and bears of Rama’s army constructing the 
causeway across the ocean to Lanka. In some versions of the story a spider also 
helps with the task by carrying grains of sand. The monkeys laugh at the small 
creature’s petty attempts but Rama tells them to be silent, for the devotion 
underlying the service is the only thing he considers in viewing an action. This 
element of the story is absent from from Valmiki’s Ramayana and from Tulsidas’s 
narrative. Here we might note how some of the monkeys are glancing anxiously 
at the crocodiles lurking in the water. In the background we can observe Rama, 
Lakshmana and the monkey host worshipping a Shiva-linga. Tulsidas reveals that 
it was at this point at Rameshvaram in the south of India that Rama created a 
shrine to Shiva. There is now a great Shiva temple on this spot but Valmiki does 
not mention Rama’s worship of Shiva before his crossing over to Lanka.

8. Here we see a representation of the scene that occurs just prior to Sita’s kidnapping. 
The rakshasa Maricha has taken the form of a golden deer and come to Rama’s 
ashram. Delighted by the creature’s wonderful appearance, Sita is asking Rama 
to capture it for her. This is a part of Ravana’s plan for he proposes to kidnap Sita 
whilst her husband is absent.

9. This picture shows the attempts of the rakshasas to rouse Ravana’s brother, 
Kumbhakarna, so that he can come to their aid in battle. Ravana and Kumbhakarna 
were empowered by blessings received from Brahma, but because the deity 
feared the effects of this gift on the earth he persuaded a weary Kumbhakarna 
to further ask to be able to sleep for a vast length of time. When Rama’s army is 
gaining the upper hand in the battle the worried rakshasas are forced to rouse 
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Kumbhakarna so that he can join them in the fight. After killing a large number 
of monkeys, Kumbhakarna is finally killed by Rama who cuts off his head with a 
mighty shaft.

10. This is another popular illustration showing Rama’s meeting with Hanuman 
and the embrace of love shared between the Deity and his devotee. In fact the 
image owes more to Tulsidas than it does to Valmiki, for it is in the Ram-charit-
manas that Hanuman’s relationship of love with Rama is most emphasised. In 
Valmiki’s Ramayana this devotional side to the story is very much a secondary 
feature of the narrative.

11. Here we have a depiction of Sita’s captivity in the grove of ashoka trees. She 
is guarded, threatened and verbally tormented by hideous female rakshasas 
who are graphically depicted here. However, we will also notice that this scene 
occurs after the arrival of Hanuman in Lanka and he can be seen lurking in the 
tree above. Sita is looking with love upon the ring Hanuman has brought to her, 
recalling her husband who is its owner.

12. This picture takes us back to the beginning of the exile and shows Rama, Sita 
and Lakshmana being transported across the Ganga by Guha, the chieftain of 
the local tribe and a great devotee of Rama.

13. Here we see a representation of Rama’s meeting with Shabari, an incident 
described at the end of the Aranya-kanda. Shabari is a female sadhu of advanced 
years who resides on the shores of a lake named Pampa, as shown here. She is 
an advanced practitioner of yoga who is able to maintain her life at will. Having 
heard from other sadhus of the presence of Rama she has been remaining 
alive just in order to have a sight (darshan) of his wondrous form. Immediately 
after setting eyes on Rama, Shabari casts off her body and ascends to a higher 
world.

14. This picture shows Ravana’s encounter with the vulture Jatayu whilst he is 
carrying Sita away. When he sees what is taking place, Jatayu launches an attack 
on Ravana, inflicting wounds upon his body and casting him down to the earth. 
Eventually, however, the angry Ravana cuts off Jatayu’s wings so that he lies 
dying on the ground where he is discovered by Rama and Lakshmana in the 
course of their search for Sita.

15. Here we see a very clear representation of the Lakshmana-rekha, the protective 
circle created around the ashram by Lakshmana before he departs to find Rama, 
a feature of the story not referred to either by Valmiki or by Tulsidas. Ravana has 
disguised himself as a holy man and he attempts to lure Sita from her position 
of safety by begging her to bring him food. Eventually Sita succumbs to his 
entreaties and thereby falls into his power.

16. This picture shows one of the more disturbing and controversial incidents of the 
Ramayana. After the victory over Ravana has been won, Rama refuses to accept 
Sita back, apparently disowning her because she has lived in another man’s 
domain. Angry and distraught, Sita then enters a funeral pyre, as depicted here, 
but because of her purity she is untouched by the flames. She is carried forth 
from this ordeal by the fire god himself who proclaims her untainted purity. 
Rama replies that he knew all along that this would be the outcome but was 
anxious that Sita’s unimpeachable character be made known to the world. 
Tulsidas tells the story in a rather different way, revealing that it was not the 
real form of Sita that Ravana kidnapped but a ‘shadow form’ and that it was 
this form that was destroyed on the fire so that Sita could reassume her true 
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identity now that she was reunited with Rama. This interpretation is absent 
from Valmiki’s Ramayana.

17. Here we see Vibhishana and a small group of his followers coming to join Rama, 
rakshasas apparently having the power to fly through the air. Vibhishana’s 
actions reveal that dedication to dharma is a higher principle than loyalty to 
family or faction. In Valmiki’s description of these events, the monkeys are 
deeply suspicious of his motives and some of them want to attack Vibhishana 
whom they regard as a spy.

18. In this picture we see a representation of Kausalya’s maternal affection towards 
Rama. In fact Valmiki makes very little of Rama’s childhood and after his birth 
the story moves rapidly on to the coming of Vishvamitra. The picture here and 
the mood it represents might be seen as derivative from devotion to Krishna, 
and that of the Vallabha sampradaya in particular, in which parental affection 
towards the Deity is a major theme.

19. Here we see Dasaratha and his three wives, Kausalya, Sumitra and Kaikeyi, 
looking affectionately at their four newly born sons, Rama, Bharata, Lakshmana 
and Shatrughna. It is interesting to note that they are all depicted as healthy, 
plump babies and that two of them are given a dark complexion indicative of their 
identity with Vishnu. According to Valmiki, however, all four sons of Dasaratha 
are identified as avataras: kritva atmanam chatur-vidham (Bala-kanda, 15.31). 
Tulsidas reveals that Rama himself is a full manifestation of Vishnu, whilst his 
brothers are referred to as partial manifestations. Here it appears that the 
artist regards Rama and Bharata as divine but does not extend this identity to 
Lakshmana and Shatrughna.

20. The final picture represents another of the controversial incidents in the 
Ramayana in which Rama shoots Vali from behind a tree whilst he is fighting 
against his brother Sugriva. We can see Rama in the trees in the background. 
In their first encounter Rama was unable to intervene because he could not 
distinguish between Vali and Sugriva and so for their second fight he asked 
Sugriva to wear a garland and then shot Vali to death when the opportunity 
arose. As he lies dying on the ground, Vali accuses Rama of adharma in shooting 
a foe from a concealed position—and he also says that he could easily have 
defeated Ravana if Rama had asked him. The death of Vali as narrated by 
Valmiki is a tragic incident characterised by grief and lamentation on all sides. 
Even Sugriva is deeply moved and sheds tears over the death of his valiant and 
mighty brother. In some traditions it is said that Vali is reborn as Jara, the hunter 
who shoots Krishna in the heel at the end of the Mahabharata.
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Session Six: Religious Issues in the Ramayana

In this session I want to consider some of the principal religious ideas reflected upon by Valmiki 
in his telling of the story of Rama in the Ramayana. As within any great work, the number of 
issues one might consider here is almost unlimited, but I have selected two broad areas for 
discussion that would seem to be particularly relevant in relation to the Ramayana. These are 
as follows:

1. The nature and pursuit of dharma
2. Rama as the Supreme Deity and devotion to Rama

In the next session we will look in more detail at specific characters represented in the 
Ramayana in a manner that will expand on the discussion included here, but for now let us 
take each of these in turn and reflect on the ways in which the Ramayana gives us instruction 
and also on the specific nature of those instructions. I will first try to outline what I see as 
the central ideas put forward by the Ramayana under each of these headings, and then offer 
translations or retellings of specific incidents from Valmiki and occasionally Tulsidas that seem 
to illustrate the topic.

Understanding the nature of dharma
The word dharma is notoriously difficult to translate into English and it is always my inclination 
to leave it untranslated. But what does dharma actually mean? It is sometimes rendered as 
‘law’ or ‘duty’ and in a Buddhist context the dhamma means the spiritual path to nirvana. In 
terms of the Ramayana, however, this latter meaning is inappropriate. Perhaps the best way 
to understand Valmiki’s use of the term is as ‘good character’ and ‘the right way to act’, which 
are inseparably conjoined.

The Ramayana of Valmiki is rather different to the Mahabharata in its method of imparting 
religious ideas for it does not contain the type of direct teachings that are such a significant 
feature of the Mahabharata. There are direct statements made by leading characters on 
different subjects but these are not generally extended so as to become noteworthy treatises 
on a given subject. Hence when we try to establish what the Ramayana is saying on the subject 
of dharma we must concentrate primarily on the stories it tells and try to extrapolate teachings 
from them. 

On the subject of dharma, several of the principal characters can be taken as exemplary 
in terms of the way they conduct themselves in any given instance, but it is Rama himself 
who stands above all others as establishing the ideal of human conduct. He has frequently 
been referred to, though not by Valmiki, as Maryada-purushottam or ‘the Supreme Person 
who keeps the rule’, a phrase which reveals a distinction between Rama and Krishna, who, 
as we have seen, is more concerned with the outcome than the means. Rama is regarded as 
an ideal man whose behaviour is perfect in all circumstances and who is untainted by vices, 
personal greed or selfish tendencies. In that sense the life he leads, the way he responds to 
different events, and the manner in which he deals with others all provide a unique lesson in 
the dharmic life, which has influenced Hindu and Indian attitudes for countless centuries. That 
is not to say that Rama is without controversy, as we shall see, but the basic principle of the 
Ramayana’s revelation of dharma is to be found in the life and conduct of its hero.

From the Mahabharata we learn that dharma is very subtle and that it is often hard to know 
for sure what is dharma and what is adharma. We have seen how Krishna holds to the view that 
any action performed for the welfare of all beings is dharma; the interpretation of right conduct 
is therefore complex and subject to change and reappraisal in different circumstances. Krishna 
himself tells a story which shows that telling a lie can sometimes be regarded as dharma and 
that speaking the truth might be adharma in specific circumstances. The Ramayana, in contrast, 
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is less preoccupied with such subtleties and has a rather more straightforward view. Rama 
never resorts to the more devious and pragmatic types of kshatriya-dharma, recommended 
by Bhishma and others in the Mahabharata, and at times exemplified by Krishna. In this sense 
Rama is closer to Yudhishthira than he is to Krishna, though he does not share the Pandava 
king’s revulsion for warfare and neither does the Ramayana reflect on the horrors and suffering 
caused by conflict in the way that the Mahabharata does. In a sense it has a more simplistic 
approach to good and evil, dharma and adharma. In this regard, the Ramayana attempts to 
make two principal assertions of a rather general nature:

1. Dharma can be defined in terms of character and conduct.
2. Dharma should always be the principal criterion in determining the decisions we 

face in life.
And perhaps it is the simplicity of this message that makes it so powerful. The stories the 
Ramayana tells about Rama, his family members and indeed his adversaries seem to be 
designed primarily to clarify these two points. So let us look first at the nature of the dharma 
the Ramayana advocates. The first point to make is that Valmiki is not concerned to present 
teachings about the path of moksha, such as those found in the Bhagavad Gita and other 
passages of the Mahabharata. The Ramayana’s interpretation of dharma is that of ‘virtue’, 
which is to be practised because it is the proper standard for human beings to live by. There 
is no emphasis on renunciation of the world or the practice of the different types of yoga that 
are methods of attaining jñana, the realised knowledge that leads to liberation from rebirth. 
Furthermore, there is virtually no suggestion in Valmiki’s writing that devotion to Rama can 
lead to moksha, although Tulsidas does repeatedly make this assertion. The Ramayana of 
Valmiki can certainly be styled as a dharma-shastra but it is not overtly a moksha-shastra.

The vision of dharma represented by Valmiki’s Ramayana rests on a reverence for truth, 
honesty, justice and commitment to family. It reveals that even though one’s self-interest may 
suffer, one should never speak falsely or engage in any form of deceit. Once given, a person’s 
word is binding and breach of trust is unacceptable. Moreover, we should prioritise right action 
over selfish action and never sacrifice dharma in order to pursue artha (prosperity) or kama 
(pleasure). The Ramayana is not particularly interested in religious ritual or philosophical inquiry 
into the nature of God, the self and the world; it is, however, overwhelmingly concerned with 
people doing the right thing and making personal sacrifices in order to adhere unwaveringly 
to the path of virtue. It is also concerned with dharma in terms of relations between family 
members: between husband and wife, between father and son, between brothers, etc. Here 
we find emphasis being placed on affection, loyalty and respect. Between husband and wife, 
as exemplified by Rama and Sita, there is love, goodwill and undeviating loyalty from both 
parties. Sons display constant respect for their parents and the elders of the family, regarding 
their instruction as an unbreakable injunction. Between brothers there is deep affection and 
absolute loyalty, with the junior siblings deferring to their elders. So here again we see how the 
Ramayana offers us an ongoing demonstration of the dharmic life as it relates its narrative; it 
is then up to the hearer of the story to reflect on its messages and to try to base his or her life 
on the instruction presented in that way. 

These ideas will be expanded upon when we consider the different characters of the 
Ramayana, but let us now look at a few short passages of Valmiki’s text to get an idea of the 
manner in which his Ramayana functions as a didactic work.

Extract 1, Bala-kanda (Book 1), Chapter 1
Valmiki once asked Narada: ‘Who in this world possesses good qualities and is a mighty hero? 
Who understands dharma, knows his duty and is always truthful? Who conducts himself 
properly, seeks the welfare of all beings and is wise, powerful and beautiful to behold? Who 
possesses self-control and has subdued his anger? Who is that splendid person who is free 
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of envy, and who do the gods fear when his passion is roused?’

Narada replied: ‘It is Rama, born in the line of Ikshvaku. He is intelligent, wise, eloquent, 
glorious and the destroyer of his enemies. He understands dharma, he keeps his promise 
and he dedicates himself to the welfare of all people. He is famous, sagacious, pure in his 
dealings, self-controlled and able to concentrate his mind. He sustains the world like Brahma, 
he is prosperous, he destroys his enemies, he protects living beings and he maintains dharma 
in the world. He carefully guards his personal dharma and he protects his own people, he 
understands the Veda and the associated Vedic sciences and he is an expert in the use of 
weapons. He knows the meaning of all scriptures, he has an excellent memory and a sharp 
intellect; he is loved by the whole world for he is righteous, high-minded and perceptive. 
As oceans flow to the sea, virtuous people constantly seek his company; he is high-minded, 
equal to all and always has a pleasant expression. He is blessed with all good qualities and 
brings delight to Kausalya. He is as deep as the ocean and as unmovable as Himalaya. He 
is like Vishnu in strength and like the moon in beauty; when his displeasure is aroused he 
is like the fire that destroys the world and yet his tolerance is equal to that of the earth. In 
generosity he is equal to Kuvera and his adherence to truth is like that of Dharma himself.’

Exercise
When you have read through this short passage, write down what you think it says in relation 
to dharma and then read through the discussion below.

Discussion
This short extract comes right at the very beginning of the Ramayana where Narada inspires 
Valmiki to compose his great work by presenting this eulogy of Rama and imparting a brief 
summary of the story. Here we have a description of Rama’s character and conduct, which 
gives a useful understanding of the concept of dharma that is repeatedly reinforced in the 
subsequent chapters of the Ramayana through the telling of its stories. We might note that 
Rama is not only an ideal human being but also an ideal king and this aspect of his identity is 
included here.

It is clear, however, that dharma is being defined primarily in the sense of virtue and this, I 
think, is a key element in understanding the Ramayana’s central teaching. It is a simple and yet 
profound concept designed to inspire all the readers of this work towards making their lives 
more virtuous, more in harmony with dharma. And what is dharma? That is made quite clear 
here. It is truthfulness, honesty, consideration for the welfare of others; it is restraint, self-
control, modesty and the absence of unrestrained anger; it is wisdom, purity and learning; it is 
high-mindedness, an absence of vulgarity, good manners and consideration; it is firm resolve, 
generosity, kindness and tolerance of the faults of others. This definition of dharma might 
seem too simple a message for such a vast and impressive work to focus on, but there is no 
doubt that this is the central theme of Valmiki’s writing and perhaps its simplicity is the essence 
of its profundity, for though it is very easy to write down a list of these virtues, to fully integrate 
them into one’s life is one of the great challenges of human existence.

In light of our previous discussion of Yudhishthira’s attitude towards the kshatriya-dharma, 
it is interesting to note here how the Ramayana deals very lightly with the possible conflicts 
between the virtues of forgiveness and tolerance, and the requirements of kingship. When 
Valmiki presents his opening question he asks about a person who is jita-krodha, in control of 
his anger, and yet one whom the very gods will fear when his anger is aroused. And in his reply, 
Narada asserts that Rama is simultaneously as dangerous as the fires that destroy the world 
and as forbearing as the earth. This apparent paradox is left here without further elucidation, 
whilst in the Ramayana it is explored at length.

Extract 2, Sundara-kanda (Book 5), Chapter 10
When Hanuman first arrives in Lanka, he searches the entire city in the darkness of night, 
attempting to find Sita. Eventually he comes to Ravana’s palace. Chapter 10 of the Sundara-
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kanda tells what he saw therein.

Looking around that vast hall, Hanuman saw a large sitting place made of gold raised on a 
high platform. It was decorated with jewels and covered with luxurious cloth and cushions. 
Above it was a spotless white canopy and it was upholstered with animal skins. Hanuman 
saw that Ravana was sleeping on that seat. Jewelled earrings dangled from his lobes and 
he was dressed in golden cloth; his body was smeared with sandal paste and adorned 
with bracelets and ornaments of gold. All around him beautiful women lay sleeping in the 
positions they had taken up during the revelries of the previous night.

Hearing the loud snoring of the rakshasa king, Hanuman initially shrank back in disgust but 
then went forward to closely observe the features and demeanour of his enemy. He then 
saw that Ravana’s two mighty arms were covered in bands of gold. His powerful shoulders 
bore the scars of his combat against the gods and his fingers and thumbs were shapely and 
well cared for. His body exuded a sweet fragrance from the sandal paste and the scented oils 
with which his female servants massaged his limbs. The whole chamber seemed to be filled 
with the aroma of Ravana’s breathing, which combined the fragrance of mango, nutmeg, 
Bakula flowers, excellent foodstuffs and strong liquor. From his ears there dangled pearl 
encrusted earrings and on his brow was a diadem of gold. His chest was broad and fleshy 
and was adorned with a beautiful string of the most excellent pearls. His loincloth was of 
pure white silk and this was covered with a costly garment of yellow cloth.

The entire chamber was illuminated by gorgeous lamps, revealing Ravana’s form, which 
was surrounded by his beautiful wives who lay at his feet. The faces of these ladies were 
as beautiful as the moon and they were decorated with excellent earrings and unfading 
garlands. Scattered around them were games of dice and the musical instruments with which 
they entertained their lord whilst a few were sleeping there in his arms. On their lobes were 
earrings set with diamonds and on their arms were bracelets of amber and other gems. 
Languid with intoxication and amorous dalliance, all of Ravana’s consorts had fallen asleep 
around him. One of them lay in a pose like that of a dancer, another embraced the vina she 
had been playing and a third slept with a small drum upon her lap. Hanuman saw all these 
women sleeping deeply due to intoxication from the liquor they had consumed; they were 
lying in various postures and clutching the musical instruments they had been playing. They 
all had beautiful features and slender waists, they were dressed in the finest garments and 
adorned with jewels and ornaments. Lying somewhat apart from the rest was Mandodari, 
Ravana’s principal queen and the mistress of all the women there. At first Hanuman thought 
that this must be Sita, and jumped up and down in delight, but he quickly dismissed this 
thought from his mind, realising that in the absence of Rama, Sita would never adorn herself 
in this way or enter into any revelries with the lord of the rakshasas.

Exercise
When you have read through the passage, write down short answers to the following questions 
and then read through the discussion that follows.

1. What does this passage tell us about dharma?
2. Although the passage gives us only a brief vision of Ravana, what can we learn 

from it about his character and lifestyle?
Discussion

1. Apart from Hanuman who is little more than an observer of the scene, there is 
no character here who can be said to represent dharma in any way, but what 
we have instead is a representation of the adharmic lifestyle lived by Ravana. 
So here we are being taught about dharma through a vision of adharma, an 
example to avoid rather than to follow. Ravana is not a fool by any means. Nor 
is he a lout or a failure in life, incapable of bettering himself. Just the opposite; 
by the standards of many contemporary societies he is a successful man who 
has achieved the goal of life. He is wealthy and powerful and has access to all 
the sensual pleasures available in this world.
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So the lesson here would seem to be that wealth, sensuality and unrestrained enjoyment of 
pleasure are a symptom of the absence of dharma. That is not to say that the Ramayana is here 
urging us to live in poverty, just that we should show some restraint and never allow our desire 
for wealth and enjoyment to gain precedence over adherence to dharma. Here we are shown 
a vision of the sensual man; he is not ignorant or unsophisticated, but his life is dominated 
by selfish pursuits and so we see him lying in a state of over-indulgence, intoxicated and 
surrounded by beautiful women who are regarded as objects of enjoyment rather than human 
beings. The lesson therefore is very plain: the unrestricted pursuit of pleasure is incompatible 
with dharma for it is his constant addiction to pleasure that leads Ravana to his greatest sin 
and his ultimate downfall.

Here we get a graphic illustration of one of Krishna’s teachings in the Bhagavad Gita:
 arjuna uvacha

 atha kena prayukto ‘yam papam charati purushah

 anicchann api varshneya balad iva niyojitah

 

 sri bhagavan uvacha

 kama esha krodha esha rajo-guna-samudbhavah

 mahashano maha-papma viddhy enam iha vairinam

Arjuna said: What is it that impels a man to act sinfully even against his own will, O Varshneya? 
It is as if he is impelled by some external force.

The Lord said: It is desire and it is anger, which arise from the quality known as rajas. You 
should understand this enemy to be the great consuming force, the great source of sin. 
(3.36-37)

2. As noted above, we are not told anything in particular here about Ravana’s 
character and lifestyle but it is possible to learn a great deal from the picture 
painted for us in this scene. The vision presented to us is not that of the home 
of some uncouth robber. Ravana is a man of wealth and sophistication, a well-
dressed and well-groomed lover of music and beauty. He is the sort of person 
typically given all respect in modern societies, virtually regardless of moral 
standards. Ultimately Ravana displays similar character traits to Duryodhana 
for he allows his addiction to power and pleasure to overcome any notion of 
dharma. He is a sensualist whose goal in life is to enjoy the type of pleasures we 
see depicted in this scene—a palatial home, food and drink, fine clothes, costly 
jewels and beautiful women. Where a person allows his longings for pleasures 
of this type to take precedence in life, then his devotion to dharma is inevitably 
eroded. And as Krishna teaches in the verse above, sensual preoccupations 
lead to anger, envy and enmity towards others; this is one of the teachings the 
Ramayana reveals to us through its portrayal of Ravana.

Extract 3, Yuddha-kanda, Chapters 115 and 116
After Ravana was killed and Lanka conquered, Vibhishana conducted Sita into Rama’s 
presence. Rama then said to his wife, ‘You have been won back by me through my strength 
of arms and so the insult done to me has been avenged and my enemy destroyed. I have 
punished the wrongdoers for their misdeeds. Today the exertions of my allies, Hanuman, 
Sugriva and Vibhishana, have borne fruit.’ On hearing these words, Sita began to weep. Sri 
Rama’s heart was then torn between his love for her and his fear of public criticism (jana-
vada-bhaya).
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Rama then spoke to Sita again, ‘But this exertion and conquest was not undertaken for your 
sake; it was done to maintain the reputation of my family. You have spent so much time in the 
house of another man that suspicion must fall upon you. Therefore your appearance here is 
disagreeable to me. Go now wherever you wish, O Janaki, there is nothing else you can do 
for me. What man of good family would take back a woman who has been embraced by the 
arms of Ravana and looked upon with lustful eyes by him? I no longer have any attachment 
for you and you can marry Lakshmana, Bharata, Shatrughna, Sugriva or Vibhishana for all 
I care. Having held you captive for so long, how could Ravana have kept himself from your 
beauty, O Sita?’ 

On hearing these distressing words, Sita began to weep bitterly and was terribly aggrieved. 
Then slowly drying her eyes, she replied to Rama with faltering words, ‘Why do you speak to 
me so unkindly, just like a common man? My character is not as you think it, for I am without 
blemish in this matter, yet you judge me according to the conduct of vulgar women. I was 
helpless when taken by Ravana so how am I to blame? What could I do? If this is not known 
to you in spite of the love we have shared, then surely I am undone due to your ignorance 
of my heart. Why did you not tell me that you proposed to give me up when Hanuman 
came to me? For then I would have cast off my life and you need not have gone to all this 
trouble. Like a petty man you gave yourself over to anger and now think of me as an ordinary 
woman. You do not consider my birth from out of the earth nor my exalted character. You 
do not recall how you took my hand when I was just a girl nor consider my devotion to you 
or my character.’

Sita then said to Lakshmana, ‘Build me a funeral pyre for I no longer wish to live. This is the 
only course open to me now that I have been publicly condemned by a husband who no 
longer respects my virtue.’ Overcome with indignation, Lakshmana commenced the work 
after reading Rama’s will from his facial expression. No one there dared to speak a word to 
Rama or to look upon his face. Sita then walked around Rama as a mark of respect, bowed 
to the gods and the Brahmins and then prayed to the fire, ‘As my heart has never turned 
away from Rama let the god of fire protect me on all sides. Since Rama thinks of me as 
corrupt, though I am blameless, let the god of fire who witnesses all things protect me. As I 
have never been unfaithful in thought, word or deed, let the god of fire grant me protection. 
Since the gods of the sun, the wind, the directions, the moon, the day, the twilight, the night 
and the earth know my good character, let the god of fire grant me protection.’

Sita then walked around the fire and entered its flames with a fearless mind, witnessed by 
all those assembled there. A terrible cry then went up from all the monkeys and rakshasas 
who saw that terrible scene. Rama remained focused on dharma, lost in his thoughts with 
his eyes filled with tears. Then all the gods came there and prayed to Rama, glorifying him as 
the Supreme Deity, Narayana; and on hearing those prayers the god of fire himself emerged 
from the flames carrying Sita in his arms. He said to Rama, ‘Here is your Sita. No sin exists in 
her. She has never been unfaithful to you by word, thought or even by her glance. She was 
helplessly kidnapped by the rakshasa and though kept by him and tormented by frightful 
women, she always kept her mind set on you alone. So now accept this Princess of Mithila, 
and I command you to cease from speaking harsh words to her.’

On hearing this Rama shed tears of joy. He then replied, ‘It was necessary for Sita to undergo 
this ordeal because she lived so long in Ravana’s household. The world would then gossip 
about me and say that I had accepted Sita back simply on the basis of my desire for her 
without any consideration of dharma. I knew all along that she was absolutely faithful to me 
but I arranged for this test so that the whole world could be certain of her excellent virtue. 
The Lord of Lanka could never touch this lady for she is inaccessible to him, like a tongue of 
fire. She could never yield to him for she is non-different from me. She is absolutely pure 
and I could never give her up. Therefore I must follow your advice.’ Rama was then reunited 
with Sita and felt unlimited joy at their reunion.
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Here is how Tulsidas tells the same story in his Ram-charit-manas (Lanka-kanda, Chapters 107 
and 108)

After the battle was won, Hanuman went to find Sita and to tell her that her torments were 
over. Sita replied to Hanuman, ‘Now, my dear child, find some way by which I can see my 
lord with my own eyes.’ Hanuman then returned to Rama and told him of Sita’s wishes. 
Rama called for Angada and Vibhishana and asked them to accompany Hanuman and escort 
Sita to him. On Vibhishana’s order, the rakshasa women bathed Sita’s body and decorated 
her with beautiful ornaments. Then she mounted a jewelled palanquin and was carried into 
Rama’s presence. When the monkeys and bears came forward to look at Sita, the guards 
angrily turned them back but Rama said to Vibhishana with a smile, ‘Let Sita come here on 
foot so that the monkeys may look upon her as they would their own mother.’ The bears 
and monkeys were delighted to hear these words and flowers rained from heaven. Sita had 
previously been lodged in the fire and Rama now sought to bring her back to the light.

It was for this reason that the merciful lord then spoke some critical words to her, on hearing 
which the rakshasa women began to lament. Sita, who was pure in thought, word and deed, 
bowed to Rama’s command and said to Lakshmana, ‘Become my priest and help me with 
this sacred ritual by lighting the fire.’ Lakshmana was grief-stricken to hear these words, 
which were full of piety and prudence. Tears rushed to his eyes and he joined his palms in 
prayer; but he could not speak a word against Rama. Reading Rama’s approval in his looks, 
Lakshmana brought the firewood. Videha’s daughter then said, ‘If it is true that in thought, 
word or deed I have never set my heart on anyone other than Raghunatha Rama, then let 
the fire that is all-knowing become as cool as sandal paste.’

With her mind fixed on Rama, the Princess of Mithila then entered the flames crying out, 
‘Glory to the Lord of Kosala whose feet are worshipped by the mighty Lord Shiva.’ Both her 
shadow form and the social disgrace were then burned in that blazing fire, but no one could 
know the Lord’s secret dealings. The fire then assumed a bodily form and taking the real Sita 
by the hand, presented her to Rama even as the milk ocean presented Lakshmi to Sri Vishnu. 
Standing on the left side of Rama, she gave off a wonderful effulgence. Her beauty was like 
the bud of a golden lily, beside a fresh blue lotus.

Now here is another passage on a similar theme from the Uttara-kanda of Valmiki’s 
Ramayana.

Extract 4, Uttara-kanda, a summary of Chapters 43 to 45
Once Rama asked one of his servants named Bhadra, ‘What are the people of the town 
and the country saying about me and Sita, and about Lakshmana, Bharata, Shatrughna and 
indeed about Kaikeyi?’ To this question Bhadra replied, ‘It is mainly of your conquest over 
Ravana that the people are speaking.’ Then Rama said, ‘Leave nothing out and tell me of 
both the good and the bad things the people are saying so that I may amend my conduct 
accordingly.’ 

With folded palms, Bhadra then said, ‘Listen to what the people say: ‘By building a bridge 
across to Lanka, Rama has performed an unrivalled feat. He has defeated the mighty Ravana 
and a host of powerful rakshasas as well. Renouncing all sense of anger, Rama then brought 
Sita back into his own house. His heart has become polluted by his desire for Sita. Why does 
he not condemn Sita who remained under the control of the Rakshasas whilst living in the 
ashoka grove? Now we will have to allow our own wives to live in the same loose manner.’ 
Rama was mortified to hear of this and asked all his associates to say whether it was a true 
reflection of what the citizens felt. They said to him, ‘Without doubt, this is so.’

After dismissing these associates, Rama then sent for his three brothers. They came 
immediately to his palace and bowed before him, deeply troubled by their elder brother’s 
unhappy countenance and the tears he was copiously shedding. Rama then said to them, 
‘You are my very life, you have created this kingdom. You have studied the sacred texts 
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and you possess great wisdom. Now help me to resolve this dilemma of mine. There are ill 
reports about Sita circulating amongst my people and the criticism of my conduct troubles 
me greatly. You all know how Sita was kidnapped by Ravana and how I recovered her from 
his clutches. Then to convince me of her purity, Sita entered the fire prepared by Lakshmana 
and her purity was declared by the god of fire and confirmed by all the gods. But here 
in Ayodhya the people now condemn me for taking Sita back and when one’s reputation 
is harmed there is no possibility of reaching heaven. I would give up life rather than be 
the subject of criticism of this type and so I must put Sita aside. This is the reason for my 
sorrow. 

Taking Sita on your chariot, Lakshmana, you must take her to the ashram of the rishi named 
Valmiki on the far side of the Ganga. You must leave her there and then return. This is my 
command and any resistance to it will displease me. If you are inclined to accept my order, 
then please show me respect by taking Sita away from here this very day. She wishes to see 
the ashram and now you should fulfil this desire of hers.’ After speaking these words, Rama 
closed his eyes and entered his own apartments, stricken with grief and sighing in dismay.

The following chapters then tell of how Lakshmana took Sita to Valmiki’s ashram and informed 
her of Rama’s decision. There she gave birth to twin sons, Lava and Kusha, who grew up 
as sadhus and disciples of Valmiki, learning to recite the Ramayana from him. Rama never 
remarried and when he wanted to perform an Ashvamedha-yajña he had a golden statue of 
Sita made to sit beside him in the place prescribed for his wife. At that yajña, Lava and Kusha 
were revealed as Rama’s sons and he then sent for Sita to come to him. She then stood once 
more in Rama’s presence and was asked to swear another oath of purity. Chapter 97 of the 
Uttara-kanda describes what happened next:

Valmiki then informed Rama that Sita was undoubtedly pure and free from sin. Rama replied, 
‘It is as you say; Sita has already been vindicated in the presence of all the gods. It was just 
because of criticisms from the people of Ayodhya that she was forsaken even though I knew 
she was sinless. I know that these two boys are my sons and now let my love for Maithili be 
proclaimed in the presence of all.’

Then all the gods appeared there to witness the oath-taking of Sita, and Vayu caused 
fragrant breezes to blow. Dressed in a brown garment, Sita folded her hands, and with her 
gaze turned downwards spoke these words, ‘As I have never thought of anyone but the 
Lord of the Raghus, let the goddess Madhavi now find a space for me.’ While she spoke, a 
celestial throne appeared there, rising up from the midst of the earth, borne on the heads 
of celestial naga serpents. The Earth Goddess was seated on that throne. She welcomed Sita 
and invited her to sit by her side. Then the throne on which the two goddesses were seated 
began to sink back into the earth whilst the gods let forth cries of approval. 

This is a very sad and somewhat controversial ending to the Ramayana, and one that we would 
not expect from the way the narrative has been previously structured. We all look for a happy 
ending, especially where religious sentiment is invoked, but the banishment of Sita and the 
lack of any final reunion raises significant questions. Tulsidas does not include these events in 
his narrative and ends the Ram-charit-manas at the point of Rama’s return to Ayodhya. And 
apocryphal story tells of him saying that he was unable to include this part of the Ramayana 
because every time he tried to write it down, he shed such profuse tears that the ink was 
wiped from his page.

Exercise
When you have read through the above passages, write down your answer to the following 
question and then read through the discussion that follows.

1. What teachings about dharma are contained in the stories of Sita’s passage 
through the fire and then her banishment by Rama? Do you think that Rama’s 
actions were truly in accordance with dharma and virtue?
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Discussion
This sequence of incidents frequently gives rise to differences of opinion from within the Hindu 
community and at times one hears serious criticism of the way Rama behaves in relation to 
Sita. It is quite apparent from the narrative that Sita is an innocent victim of Ravana’s assault 
and as such it seems entirely inappropriate that she should be condemned or punished in any 
way. The love of Rama for Sita and of Sita for Rama is one of the most touching features of the 
Ramayana, and one feels uncomfortable and upset that this endearing affection should meet 
such an unfortunate end just because of the words of some ill-informed gossips. Sita’s entry 
into a funeral pyre is troubling because of the possible link to the sati rite in which a wife would 
show that her life had no meaning in the absence of a husband by casting herself into the 
flames that consumed his body. Moreover, one has to ask whether Rama’s conduct here really 
does reflect the reality of dharma. Surely his treatment of Sita is unjust, and dharma cannot 
lead to the punishment of an innocent person. In terms of the dharma of family life, a husband 
has a duty to stand by his wife and show her constant protection and loyalty, especially when 
she is wholly free of any wrongdoing. And then there are certain indications that Rama acts in 
the way that he does because he is worried about his reputation, which might be regarded as 
a form of vanity. All these points are likely to be raised when Hindus come together to discuss 
the Ramayana, with young women in particular being most outspoken in their questioning of 
Rama’s dedication to dharma.

So what is the lesson here? What is Valmiki trying to show us about dharma in his depiction 
of these pitiful scenes? I do not think there is an easy answer to these questions, and here we 
see that in some ways the Ramayana is as subtle as the Mahabharata in its storytelling. One 
thinks back to Krishna’s attitude towards Arjuna when the latter is about to attack his own 
brother on the basis of a foolish vow. For Krishna, dharma can never be a blind set of rules, but 
must be based on common sense. Perhaps the Ramayana is here teaching the same lesson and 
warning us of the dangers of adhering too blindly and too rigidly to the rulebook.

This explanation is, however, a little unlikely. The essential point here would seem to be 
that one must prioritise dharma in all circumstances, even where it brings great hardship to 
one’s own life. Rama does not cheerfully abandon Sita for his own sake so that he can enjoy 
life more fully. Just the opposite; he is grief-stricken by the action he sees himself as being 
forced to take. Sita is the ideal wife: beautiful, intelligent, caring and companionable. A wife 
like Sita would make any man’s life a delightful pleasure and yet for the sake of dharma, Rama 
abandons everything that brings joy to his existence. There would seem to be more than a hint 
of hyperbole in the story, but the lesson is clear: in life dharma should always take precedence 
over profit and pleasure. Sometimes it is comfortable and pleasurable to follow the path of 
dharma, but even when it is harsh and difficult to do so one should still make the sacrifices 
required and make dharma one’s guiding principle.

And as a final note, one might draw attention to Sita’s attitude throughout these events. 
Questions are often raised about the suitability of Sita as a role model for the modern woman. 
But like Draupadi in the Ramayana, she is no timid victim of her husband’s whims and when 
she feels that she is being mistreated, she is not backward in stating her case. And perhaps the 
most notable expression of independence comes right at the very end when once again the 
men oblige her to make a vow of purity. Of course she makes the vow, but it is for her benefit, 
not theirs and she will not return again. They have done what they thought was best, but she 
does not have to accept their view and is welcomed as a goddess back into the earth whence 
she came in the beginning.

In Tulsidas’s version of the story we are hearing about Rama the Deity rather than Rama the 
ideal man. The Ram-charit-manas here refers to the popular understanding of the fire ordeal. 
This is based on the belief that the form of Sita kidnapped by Ravana was a shadow form 
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adopted for the purpose of the story. As the Supreme Goddess, she cannot be touched by such 
an unworthy person and hence he is deluded by this false form, which is finally discarded and 
burned in the fire, with the fire god then emerging carrying Sita in her true form. This version of 
events is not recounted by Valmiki, although there is perhaps a hint of it in verse 18 of Chapter 
118 of the Yuddha-kanda, in which Rama states:

 na hi shaktah su-dushtatma manasapi hi maithilim
 pradharshayitum aprapyam diptam agni-shikham iva
It is not possible for such a wicked person to violate the Princess of Mithila even with his thoughts. She 
is as untouchable as a blazing tongue of fire.
This idea is not explained further but it would seem to provide a basis for the idea of a 
false Sita that is found in the Puranas and in the Ram-charit-manas.

Rama as the Supreme Deity and devotion to Rama
I want now to move on to the second part of the discussion designated for this session, which 
involves a discussion of the Ramayana’s depiction of Rama as a manifestation of God. In the 
Bhagavad Gita, after his teaching about the descent of avatars, Krishna speaks the following 
verse:

janma karma cha me divyam evam yo vetti tattvatah

tyaktva deham punar janma naiti mam eti so ‘rjuna

After giving up his body, one who knows the truth about my birth and activities is not born 
again but goes to Me, Arjuna. (4.9)

For many modern Hindus it is this verse and the ideas it expresses that embody the true 
religious significance of the Ramayana. For the story of Rama is not an account of a man’s life 
but an extended avatar story, which reveals the nature of the Deity and allows the devotees 
to fix their attention on the acts of God. By hearing a recitation of the Ramayana or even 
watching a film or television version of the story, one is thus gaining a proper understanding 
(vetti tattvatah) of the birth and acts (janma karma) of the Deity and this religious act is a 
part of the process that leads to liberation from rebirth (punar janma na eti) and to eternal 
existence in relation to God (mam eti sah). 

It is perhaps surprising therefore that Valmiki displays relatively little preoccupation with 
this aspect of the story he tells, to the extent that certain scholars can present a plausible case 
arguing that Rama’s identity with Vishnu, the Supreme Deity, appears only as a result of a later 
reediting of the original work. In the Bala-kanda (Book 1) and the Uttara-kanda (Book 7), Rama’s 
divinity is clearly asserted and in the Ramayana and Puranas, Rama is always identified as one 
of the principal avatars of Vishnu. And yet throughout the main part of Valmiki’s telling of the 
story, Rama is portrayed only as a man of exceptional abilities. Therefore I would suggest that 
it is accurate to assert that Rama-bhakti is not the main theme of Valmiki’s Ramayana even to 
the degree that Krishna-bhakti is emphasised in the Ramayana. This is the principal difference 
between the narratives of Valmiki and Tulsidas, for although they both tell essentially the same 
story, the former makes human dharma his main theme whilst the latter’s account is based 
entirely on devotion to Rama as a manifestation of God.

In this section I want to look at the passages of the Valmiki Ramayana in which Rama’s divine 
nature is referred to and then to consider possible explanations for Valmiki’s reticence on this 
seemingly fundamental point. I also want to look briefly at Tulsidas’s emphasis on devotion 
to Rama, which includes the depiction of Hanuman as a deity in his own right and as one 
who is devoted to Rama as the Supreme Deity. These aspects of the story are largely absent 
from Valmiki’s relaying of the narrative but are of huge significance in the contemporary Hindu 
appreciation of Rama, Hanuman and Ramayana. Let us start with Tulsidas so that we can get a 
flavour of this type of Rama-bhakti.
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Extract 1, Ram-charit-manas, Bala-kanda, Chapter 19
Devotion to Rama is like the rainy seasons and, says Tulsidas, the devotees are like the paddy 
crop. The two syllables ‘ra-ma’ stand for the months of Shravana and Bhadrapada (July to 
August). Both letters of ‘Ra-ma’ are sweet and attractive, the two eyes of the alphabet, 
the life of the devotee. They are easy to remember and delightful for all persons. They 
bring prosperity in this world and sustenance in the world to come. They are a delight to 
pronounce, hear and remember, and they are as dear to Tulsidas as Rama and Lakshmana. 
When they are separated these two letters lose their beauty, but they are as naturally linked 
as brahman and jiva. Like the two brothers Nara and Narayana, these two syllables are 
the maintainers of the universe and the saviours of the devotee. They are the gorgeous 
ornaments that adorn the two ears of the beautiful maiden whose name is Bhakti; they 
are like the sun and the moon in bringing welfare to the world. They are like the taste and 
pleasing quality of amrita (nectar) in the form of liberation from rebirth, and they support 
the world like Kurmadeva and Sesha. They are like two bees that buzz around the lotus of 
the devotee’s mind and they are like Krishna and Balarama in relation to Yashoda who is the 
devotee’s tongue. The two letters ‘ra’ and ‘ma’ that form the name of the Lord of the Raghus 
crown all the letters of the alphabet. One spreads out like an umbrella and the other rests 
upon it like the jewel on top of the umbrella.

Extract 2, Ram-charit-manas, Bala-kanda, Chapter 191
Having offered their praises, the gods then returned to their own abodes. The Lord who is the 
abode of the world and the refuge of the entire creation then manifested himself. The Lord 
who is merciful to the fallen and compassionate to Kausalya then appeared. The thought of 
his marvellous form steals the hearts of sages and this same form filled his mother with joy. 
His body was as dark as a monsoon cloud and delighted the eyes. In his four hands he bore 
the four emblems of Vishnu, he was decorated with jewels, he had large eyes, and he wore 
a garland of forest flowers. That slayer of the rakshasa Khara was thus an ocean of beauty.

Joining her palms together, his mother Kausalya then prayed, ‘O infinite Lord, how can I 
praise you? The Vedas and Puranas declare that you are above maya, have no attributes, 
are unknowable and immeasurable. Now that one who is praised by the Vedas and by holy 
men as the ocean of mercy and joy, the container of all good qualities, the Lord of Lakshmi, 
and the lover of his devotees, has revealed himself for my benefit. The Vedas reveal that 
every pore of your body contains many universes that are brought forth by maya. And yet 
this same Lord remained in my womb! This amazing truth will bewilder the minds even of 
men who possess knowledge.’

When this realisation came to his mother, the Lord smiled. He would perform many 
wonderful deeds and so he revealed to her the story of her previous birth so that she would 
love him as her own child. Then Kausalya’s mind was changed and she said, ‘Give up this 
celestial form of Vishnu and indulge in the childish play that is so dear to a mother’s heart; 
the joy that comes from such play is unequalled for a mother.’ On hearing these words, the 
all-knowing lord of the gods became a child and began to cry. Tulsidas says that those who 
sing this account reach the abode of Sri Hari and never again fall into the well of mundane 
existence.

The first of these two extracts is taken from Tulsidas’s introduction to the story and shows his 
reverence for the sacred name of Rama. Merely by reciting this simple mantra ‘Ra-ma’ one 
acquires the grace of the Lord and thereby attains liberation from rebirth. The second passage 
tells of the birth of the Lord and is rather similar to the account given in the Bhagavata Purana 
of the birth of Krishna in Kamsa’s prison. Here it is made apparent that Kausalya is fully aware 
of Rama’s divine identity, but by the Lord’s grace is able to set that knowledge aside and love 
him in a mood of maternal affection.

In the context of contemporary Hinduism, these two passages are fairly typical of the form 
of devotion to Rama one frequently encounters. However, in terms of Valmiki’s Ramayana 



HS103 Module Three: The Mahabharata and the Ramayana

94

they would be entirely anomalous for nowhere in that work is any emphasis placed on the 
emotional forms of devotion we see here in Tulsidas’s writing, and there is no suggestion that 
characters like Rama’s mother or father have any knowledge of Rama’s identity as Vishnu. 
That is not to say, however, that Valmiki does not recognise this aspect of the story he tells, it 
is merely to point out that this is a theme that he does not choose to emphasise. It is not that 
the versions of Tulsidas and Valmiki are contradictory, it is just that the authors have chosen 
different emphases in relaying their accounts. 

Now here are a couple of passages from Valmiki’s Ramayana in which Rama is represented as 
being an avatar of Vishnu. The first is a fairly straightforward account of the gods approaching 
the Deity to ask him to intervene and rectify the problems they were experiencing; it is in 
fact very similar to the account of Krishna’s descent in the Ramayana. The second passage, 
however, is rather more revealing and in many ways provides a key to our understanding of 
Valmiki’s approach to the question of Rama’s divine identity.

Extract 3, Valmiki’s Ramayana, Bala-kanda, (Book 1), Chapters 15-16
The gods approached Brahma and said to him, ‘Due to the power he has acquired through 
your blessings, the rakshasa named Ravana is troubling us all. We cannot defeat him. Due 
to the austerities he undertook, you granted him a gift and as a result of this we must now 
put up with his wickedness. That evil being is now harassing the world, he hates worthy 
persons and seeks to overthrow Indra. Due to the power he has gained from you he now 
abuses rishis, yakshas, gandharvas, Brahmans and asuras. Neither the sun, the wind, nor 
the ocean can touch him and we are very afraid. Please therefore devise a means by which 
he can be overcome.’

Brahma thought for a while and then said, ‘I know of a means by which this can be 
accomplished. The gift he was granted was that he could not be defeated by gandharvas, 
yakshas, gods or rakshasas, but he did not mention human beings because he held them 
in such contempt. Therefore a human being must kill him; there is no other way.’ At that 
time Sri Vishnu arrived there riding on the back of Garuda; he was dressed in yellow silk and 
bore the conch, disc and mace in his hands. After praising Vishnu and bowing before him, 
the gods then said, ‘We have a request to make of you which is for the welfare of the world. 
Dividing yourself into four forms please appear as the sons of King Dasaratha of Ayodhya by 
his three wives, Kausalya, Sumitra and Kaikeyi who are just like Hri, Shri and Kirti. Appearing 
in human form, please destroy Ravana who has the mentality of a rakshasa because of the 
power he has acquired. He is oppressing all the beings of the world, including even the great 
rishis and holy men. We are all gathered here for that purpose so kindly grant our wish, O 
Lord.’

When he was requested in this way, Shri Vishnu replied, ‘Give up all fear. I will confront 
Ravana on the field of battle and destroy him along with his entire family. I shall remain 
on the earth for 11,000 years.’ Vishnu then divided himself into four persons and wished 
for Dasaratha to be his father. All of the gods and celestial beings then glorified Vishnu and 
prayed for him to destroy Ravana and then to return to his own abode on high, remaining 
free from all faults.

Thus entreated by the gods, even though he knows all things, Narayana still asked of the 
gods, ‘How should I destroy Ravana?’ The gods then replied, ‘He can only be destroyed by a 
human being and so this is the form that you must take.’ Shri Vishnu then decided to become 
Dasaratha’s son. At the same time Dasaratha was performing a yajña in order to obtain a 
son. Vishnu then disappeared from the presence of the gods and at that exact moment 
an effulgent figure emerged from the sacred fire carrying in his arms a bowl made of the 
purest gold. That person spoke to Dasaratha with these words, ‘Know me to be a messenger 
from Vishnu who has now arrived here.’ The king replied, ‘I welcome you, O celestial being, 
what can I do for you?’ The servant of Vishnu then said, ‘This reward has been granted you 
today as a result of your worshipping the gods through this ritual act. Now take this payasa, 
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prepared by the gods, which will give you sons and prosperity as well. Give it to your wives 
and through them you will secure sons.’

Dasaratha then took the golden bowl from that messenger and paid him due respect. The 
celestial being then vanished into the fire once more. The king first offered the bowl to 
Kausalya and allowed her to drink half of the payasa it contained. Half of what remained he 
gave to Kaikeyi and half of it to Sumitra. All the queens felt honoured to receive this blessing 
and were thrilled with delight. Immediately thereafter all three of them became pregnant, 
bringing great happiness to their husband.

When Vishnu had thus appeared in this world, Brahma spoke to the gods as follows, ‘Produce 
partial manifestations of yourselves that are capable of assuming any form so that they can 
assist Shri Vishnu in his mission. The women of the celestial regions should take on the 
forms of monkeys and bears and you should beget children by them who will be powerful 
and irresistible.’ Indra then begot Vali, Surya begot Sugriva, Brihaspati the priest begot the 
sagacious Tara, Kuvera begot Gandhamadana, Vishvakarma begot Nala, Agni begot Nila, the 
Ashvins begot Maindra and Dwivida, Varuna begot Sushena, Parjanya begot Sarabha whilst 
the glorious Hanuman was born as the son of Vayu, god of the wind. His body is as hard as 
the thunderbolt and in speed of movement he is equal to Garuda. He is the cleverest and 
the strongest of the monkey chieftains.

Here then we see a clear statement of Rama’s identity with Vishnu; he is an avatar whose 
descent is exactly in line with the doctrine of avatar set forth in the Bhagavad Gita (4.6-8). It 
is also interesting to note how the Ramayana’s conflict between Arjuna and Karna, the sons of 
Indra and Surya respectively, is represented in the Ramayana as the conflict between Vali and 
Sugriva, though here the outcome is rather different.

Extract 4, Valmiki’s Ramayana, Yuddha-kanda (Book 6), Chapter 117
When Sita entered the fire and all those present shed tears, the gods and many other 
celestial beings came to that place—Kuvera, Yama, the Pitris, Indra, Varuna, Mahadeva, and 
Brahma. They approached Shri Rama with joined palms and spoke as follows, ‘You are the 
creator of the entire world and the best of those who possess knowledge, so why do you 
ignore Sita who has entered the fire? How is it that you do not understand your own identity 
as the lord of the gods? Amongst the Vasus you are the Prajapati Ritadharma and you are 
the original creator of the three worlds. Amongst the Rudras you are the eighth Rudra and 
you are the fifth of the Sadhyas. The Ashvins are your two ears and the sun and moon are 
your eyes. You are visible at the end, the beginning and the middle, and yet here you act like 
a common man and ignore Sita’s plight.’

When he was addressed by the gods in this way, Rama, the best of those who uphold 
dharma, spoke these words, ‘I understand myself to be a man, Rama the son of Dasaratha. 
Let the Lord inform me who I am and whence I have come.’ Brahma then said to Rama, 
‘Listen, O Lord, you are Narayana the bearer of the disc. You are the boar with a single tusk, 
the conqueror of past and future foes. You are the aksharam brahma (the imperishable 
brahman) who is the truth in the middle and the end, you are the highest dharma for all 
these worlds, you are all-pervading and you are the one with four arms. You are the bearer 
of the bow named Sharnga, you are Hrishikesha, you are the inner self (purusha) and the 
Supreme Being (purushottama). Bearing a sword, you are unconquerable, you are Vishnu 
and you are Krishna who possesses immense power. You are the general and the lord of 
the village, you are intelligence, existence, mercy and restraint, you are the beginning and 
the end, Upendra and Madhusudana. You create Indra, you are Mahendra and you are 
Padmanabha who ends every battle. The divine rishis proclaim that you are the only shelter. 
You have a thousand horns, you are the soul of the Veda, and you have a hundred heads. 
You are the lord who is the primary creator of the three worlds. You are born before any 
of the Siddhas or Sadhyas and you are their refuge. You are the Yajña, the sacred sound of 
‘Vashat’ and you are ‘Om’, which is higher than the highest. We do not know your beginning 
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or your end or who you are. You are seen within all beings and in the cows and Brahmans.

‘You are present in all directions, in the mountains and in the rivers, you have thousands of 
feet, hundreds of heads and thousands of eyes. You sustain all beings and the earth with its 
mountains. When the earth disappears you lie down on a serpent on the waters. O Rama, 
you are the maintainer of the three worlds, the gods, gandharvas and danavas. I am your 
heart, O Rama, the goddess Sarasvati is your tongue. The gods created by Brahma are your 
bodily hairs, night is the closing of your eyes and day is their opening. The Vedas are the 
movements of your mind and there is nothing without you. The whole world is your body 
and your steadiness is this earth. Fire is your anger, the moon is your grace, you are the 
bearer of Shrivatsa. You covered the three worlds with your steps. After you bound the 
mighty Bali, Indra became the king. Sita is Lakshmi and you are Vishnu; you are the Deity, 
you are Krishna and you are Prajapati.

‘You took this human form to destroy Ravana and this mission has been fulfilled. Now 
that Ravana has been slain you can return to your own abode. Your strength is never to be 
resisted and your endeavours are never in vain. Seeing you can never be in vain, O Rama, 
and neither is praising you. People who are devoted to you will never be frustrated. Those 
who are devoted to you, the constant Deity, the ancient one, the Supreme Being, have all 
their wishes fulfilled in this world and in the world to come.’

People who recite this hymn and tell this ancient story will never encounter difficulties in 
life.

This is an interesting passage for a number of reasons and rather untypical of Valmiki’s Ramayana 
in its representation of Rama as the Supreme Deity who is to be worshipped and adored. The 
prayers offered by Brahma are worth closer inspection and I would suggest that one can detect 
clear links between this speech and the revelation of Krishna to Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gita. 
Here, however, I want to focus particularly on the initial exchanges between Rama and the gods 
in which he appears to declare himself to be unaware of his own divine identity. Are we take 
Rama’s statement, atmanam manusham manye ramam dasharathatmajam, at face value? Is 
it conceivable that the Deity glorified by Brahma in the subsequent prayers could cease to be 
aware of his own divinity? And here we might perhaps note Krishna’s instruction to Arjuna 
in the Bhagavad Gita (4.5) that he is aware of all their appearances. In order to explore these 
issues more fully, and to consider why it might be that Valmiki is rather reticent in emphasising 
Rama’s divinity, I would like you now to read the following short essay, which pertains to this 
very subject.

The divinity of Rama in Valmiki’s Ramayana

The character of Rama in Valmiki’s Ramayana has a dual identity as both a manifestation of 
Narayana on earth (an avatar of Sri Vishnu), and as a principled member of human society 
who closely adheres to the regulations incumbent upon a man of virtue. And in these two 
identities Rama is able to play two distinct roles within the realm of Indian spirituality, being 
on the one hand the object of intense devotion for some of those who pursue the way 
of bhakti, and on the other acting as a role model whose righteous demeanour and rigid 
adherence to dharma serve as the perfect example for all human beings to follow. Here 
we may note from the outset a marked contrast with the Krishna avatar who, like Rama, is 
a destroyer of the forces of adharma and like Rama, is an object of devotion, but who can 
never be regarded as a role model for human beings. Indeed both the Ramayana and the 
Bhagavata Purana go to great lengths to emphasise the divinity of Sri Krishna, which marks 
an absolute distinction between his person and the human sphere. After gopi-lila in the 
Bhagavata King Parikit asks Suka how Krishna could indulge in acts that must be regarded 
as adharma. To this the sage replies by explaining that Sri Krishna is not human but is the 
Supreme Deity and as such exists in a realm of transcendence where the dualities of good 
and evil, dharma and adharma, to not apply.
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As we move on to consider the divinity of Rama in more detail, it will be useful to bear this 
comparison with Krishna in mind, as it is instructive in a number of ways. Returning to the 
original suggestion of Rama’s dual identity as human role model and divine object of worship, 
we might note a parallel difference in the emphasis of the two major biographies of Rama, 
Tulsidas’s Ram-charit-manas, written in Hindi and the more ancient Sanskrit Ramayana of 
Valmiki. Tulsidas is a Rama-bhakta and as a consequence tells the tale of a divine avatar who 
is to be adored and worshipped. Valmiki, on the other hand, seems to be more concerned 
with the human identity of Dasaratha’s son and the manner in which he conducts his life 
with constant and unwavering dedication to dharma. And if we read through the Sanskrit 
slokas of the Ramayana, we will find that outside of the first and the final books, the Bala- 
and the Uttara-kandas, Rama is referred to as divine only on very rare occasions, and even 
then somewhat obliquely. 

How are we to understand this feature of Valmiki’s great work? Some Western scholars have 
theorised that there was an original secular epic tale narrating the life of Rama who was 
known only as a great king in this initial phase of the story’s development. It is theorised 
that this original warrior epic was supplemented at a later date by writers of a Vaishnava 
persuasion who added the first and the last books in which Rama is revealed as a descent 
of God. This interpretation offers a rather simple explanation for the fact that in the bulk of 
the Ramayana the central character is represented as being no more than a man of great 
virtue and unmatchable prowess. I wish to suggest here, however, that if this interpretation 
is accepted then significant elements of Valmiki’s Ramayana’s value as a didactic text will be 
lost. If these later Vaishnava writers wished to convert a human hero into a divinity then it 
would have been a simple enough task to add verses throughout the entire work in which 
the reader would be reminded of Rama’s identity with Narayana. In my view the reticence 
shown in this respect by Valmiki is deliberate and arises from the nature and role of the 
Rama avatar and Valmiki’s principal intention in relating his story.

This question is highlighted particularly in a passage that we find towards the end of Valmiki’s 
Yuddha-kanda (Chapter 117.10). After Rama’s destruction of Ravana and his followers, the 
gods descend from their domain and glorify him as the Supreme Deity, the original creator of 
the three worlds—trayanam api lokanam adi-karta (6.117.7). Sri Rama gives an interesting 
response to this eulogy, atmanam manusham manye ramam dasarathatma-jam, ‘I think 
of myself just as Rama, a human being, the son of Dasarath,’ and then asks Brahma to give 
his view on this matter. Brahma himself, the leader of the gods, then speaks and once again 
emphasises to Rama his identity with Bhagavan Narayana. The obvious implication of this 
account of Valmiki’s is that Rama walked the earth performing heroic deeds without any 
awareness of his own divine nature and it is for this reason that Rama is not identified with 
Narayana in most of the chapters of Ramayana.

There are, however, a number of problems that arise if we accept this interpretation. Firstly, 
how is it possible that a manifestation of God could be unaware of his own divinity? Could 
it be that in order to take on a human form Narayana had to accept human limitations and 
thus limit the extent of his self-knowledge? If this view is accepted then it gives us a rather 
unusual picture of the avatar accepting the limitations as well as the form of the being he 
becomes. Moreover, this is certainly not the way Krishna is portrayed in the Mahabharata and 
in the Bhagavata Purana, where he is shown to be consistently conscious of his own divinity 
and therefore wholly untroubled in his sojourn through the vicissitudes of human existence. 
Therefore the question we are forced to ask is why there should be such a notable difference 
between the two most prominent human avatars of Narayana. And in the remainder of this 
paper I would like to suggest some rather obvious reasons for these significant differences 
between the Ramayana and the Ramayana in their accounts of God’s descent to earth.

Here I think we must look at the role that is played by these two avatars. Krishna himself 
proclaims that he has appeared to protect the righteous, to destroy the wicked and to 
sustain dharma in this world and when we look at this statement of the Bhagavad Gita 
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(Chapter 4, verse 8) we will see that it could be equally applied to Rama. However, whether 
we look at the actions of Krishna on the battlefield at Kurukshetra or in the forests around 
Vrindavana we will see that the avatar shows little concern for those very rules of dharma 
that he is apparently so anxious to sustain—dharma-samsthapanarthaya. In Vrindavana he 
becomes the lover of other men’s wives whilst at Kurukshetra he urges the use of adharmic 
means to bring about the deaths of Bhishma, Drona, Karna and Duryodhana. And in the 
instructions he gives to his comrades, he stresses that dharma is a subtle matter and that 
one should not therefore be overly preoccupied with rigid adherence to rules. We might 
note, however, that the Mahabharata refers to Krishna’s justification for the means adopted 
to kill Duryodhana as dharma-chalam, a dishonest breach of dharma (9.59.22). All of this of 
course stands in marked contrast to the life and ideals of Sri Rama as they are represented 
by Valmiki in his Ramayana. Rama is utterly devoted to dharma and will never take any 
action that compromises his principles.

There is, I would suggest, a clear relationship between the contrasting attitudes to dharma 
displayed by Krishna and Rama and the extent to which the divinity of these two heroes is 
emphasised in the narratives of the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. The point is highlighted 
most effectively in the passage of the Bhagavata Purana referred to previously, which 
follows on from Suka’s account of Krishna’s gopi-lila, his dancing with milkmaids on the 
banks of the Yamuna River. Somewhat shocked by what he has heard from the son of Vyasa, 
King Pariksit, who is hearing the Purana, asks how a Deity who has descended to preserve 
dharma could act in a manner that clearly contravenes religious principles (10.33.26-29). 
Sukadeva responds to this challenge by pointing out that Krishna is divine and not human; 
therefore his actions cannot be judged according to the standards of dharma demanded 
in human society. Shiva Bhagavan drank an ocean of poison, which is impossible for any 
human being; just as we cannot imitate this act of God so we should not judge Krishna’s 
gopi-lila according to human standards. As the God of the Old Testament says to his servant 
Job, ‘My ways are not your ways’.

Although the Ramayana suggests no such justification for Krishna’s apparent disregard for 
dharma, it is not unreasonable to infer such an understanding from it. And hence we can 
recognise here a clear connection emerging between the absence of any emphasis on the 
divinity of Rama and his close adherence to dharma. It seems clear that despite a limited 
congruence in the roles played by Krishna and by Rama when they are present on earth 
there are also clear differences. Krishna comes to make a display of his divinity and to speak 
to the world as a direct revelation of God. He has taken on a manushim tanum, a human 
form, but that humanity is only superficial. The divinity is never far beneath the surface. In 
Valmiki’s Ramayana, however, the avatar of Rama does not display the nature of God but 
rather he adopts the guise of a perfect human being and teaches the world in this way as 
an ideal role model.

Each and every one of us will be aware that every day choices arise in life in which we 
must decide between what is pleasing and what is virtuous. The Katha Upanishad refers 
to these choices as the preyas and the shreyas and glorifies Nachiketas for his ability to 
accept only the latter and to renounce the former. That same teaching is delivered by the 
Ramayana through its representation of Sri Rama as one who always prioritises dharma 
over self-interest, sreyas over preyas. To keep his father’s promise he abandons his kingdom, 
he is never dishonest in his dealings and at the end he discharges his beloved wife Sita rather 
than allow adharma to prevail in his kingdom. This is the way a perfect man should act and 
perhaps because humanity can never quite reach this absolute standard of perfection it is 
required that God himself, the creator and sustainer of the world, must appear in a human 
guise so as to exhibit the ultimate perfection of dharma to which we must always aspire, 
however frequently we find ourselves falling short. 

We can now return to the discussion that I raised at the beginning of this paper as to why it 
is that the Ramayana is so reticent in revealing the divine identity of its hero and in urging 
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us to accept a mood of worshipful devotion to the Lord in this form of Sri Rama. It seems 
that Valmiki is not intent on presenting a bhakti-shastra (perhaps leaving that function to 
be taken up at a later date by Tulsidas), but rather to offer the world a treatise on the 
perfection of dharma. And because dharma applies to humanity and never to divinity, it 
is required that Rama be represented as human rather than divine for only in this way can 
the lesson be properly taught. Rama himself is clearly aware of the role that he is playing 
and the lesson that he is teaching to humanity, and it is for this reason that he is somewhat 
unwilling to accept the eulogies of the gods when they descend to earth from their abode. 
This representation stands as a marked contrast to the way Krishna is portrayed in the 
Ramayana and especially in the Bhagavata Purana. Here it is the divinity of the avatar that is 
consistently emphasised and for this reason there is less of a need to show Krishna as a rigid 
adherent of dharma. He is the Supreme Deity and hence the idea of his having to accept any 
form of rules or restraints on his conduct would be incongruous.

This then more or less completes my principal thesis on Valmiki’s reticence in stressing the 
divinity of Rama, but I would like to conclude by referring to two incidents from Valmiki’s 
Ramayana that often raise questions about Rama’s identity as a role model for human 
dharma. In the classes we conduct on the Ramayana the two incidents that consistently give 
rise to the most discussion are firstly Rama’s shooting of the monkey king Bali from behind 
a tree and secondly his banishment of his wife Sita, which seems to be an unjust and even 
cruel act. One has to admit from the outset that both of these events are problematic, but 
I would still suggest that there are explanations for them. With regard to the killing of Bali, 
Rama himself tells the dying monkey that because of his wicked act in taking his brother’s 
wife, he was a criminal and it is the duty of a king to punish criminals with extreme force. 
And if we look to the Mahabharata, we find that Yudhishthira, whose character in many 
ways resembles that of Rama, is quite often criticised for his excessive scruples. Bhishma 
expresses the view that Yudhishthira’s nature makes him unsuitable to be a king and in the 
teachings he gives on raja-dharma, he is quite adamant in asserting that in times of difficulty 
a king must do what is necessary to fulfil his objectives. For both Yudhishthira and indeed for 
Rama, the rather devious nature of this kshatriya-dharma would appear to be unsuitable, 
but perhaps we are being given a hint in the Bali incident that there will be times when a 
political leader must be prepared to bend the rules a little.

The banishment of Sita is of course deliberately omitted by Tulsidas, who apparently found 
the incident too painful to record. I know that many find Rama’s behaviour here so unjust 
that it cannot be regarded as congruent with dharma, and indeed there are even suggestions 
that his motivation for this action was to preserve his own reputation. There is no doubt that 
this part of the Ramayana is problematic, and I have occasionally reflected that it may be 
designed to show us the dangers of adhering too rigidly to a set of preordained rules (whilst 
of course in the Gita Krishna tells us yathecchasi tatha kuru, we can do as we like!) It seems 
that the only solution that can be offered is that here again Rama is showing us that dharma 
must take priority over everything we cherish and long for in life. There is no doubting 
Rama’s intense love for Sita; she is the one person in all the world he truly adores and yet 
for the sake of his dharma he is prepared to give up even his beloved wife. In narrative terms 
this may well be regarded as a hyperbolic action but still the lesson is clear; dharma is the 
beginning, middle and end of life and everything else is secondary. 

Thus we can still maintain that Rama, like Yudhishthira, is the Dharmaraja whose life as a 
human being shows us a perfect example. Of course many believers will choose to follow 
the bhakti-marg of Tulsidas, regarding Sri Rama as more divine than human and worshipping 
him in a mood of intense love. But this, I perceive, is not the primary aim of Valmiki who 
wishes to present Rama as the perfect human being, the ideal exemplar for every one of us. 
And this is the real reason that the divinity of its hero is rather de-emphasised in his version 
of the Ramayana, regardless of what the modern critical scholars may try to tell us.



HS103 Module Three: The Mahabharata and the Ramayana

100

When you have read through the essay, write down your answers to the following questions 
and then read through the discussion that follows:

1. What two possible reasons are suggested here for Valmiki’s reticence in referring 
to Rama as an avatar of Narayana?

2. What is the principal difference suggested here between the portrayal of Krishna 
in the Mahabharata and Rama in Valmiki’s Ramayana?

Discussion
1. The first possibility is that the Ramayana was originally an epic story that told the 

tale of a great king of this world and his great conflicts with powerful and evil 
enemies. At a later date this original work was added to by Vaishnava scholars 
who wished to identify the famous King Rama as one of the avatars of Vishnu. 
They therefore added several chapters to the original work and appended a 
final book in which this divine identity is revealed. However, because they did 
not substantially interfere with the main body of the text, in the main part of 
the Ramayana Rama is not represented as an avatar or divine being. The other 
suggestion is that Valmiki deliberately refrains from emphasising this aspect of 
his story because his main intention in telling it is to reveal how human beings 
should always adhere to dharma. Rama is here being shown as the ideal human 
being who sacrifices all sense of self-interest in his unadulterated adherence 
to dharma, to virtue. Where the story is being told from this perspective then 
emphasis on the divinity of its hero might be regarded as counter-productive. 
The ideal role model for humanity should be represented as human rather than 
divine and this is the reason why Valmiki tells the story in the way he does.

2. There are two points here that the paper suggests might be very closely related. 
The Mahabharata intends to show that Krishna is a divine being who is not 
limited in any way by his manifestation in a human form. According to the 
Bhagavad Gita (9.11), anyone who regards him as a human being is simply a 
fool and there are numerous incidents in the Mahabharata’s narrative where 
Krishna’s divinity is fundamental to the story. The Ramayana, on the other hand, 
does not emphasise the divinity of its hero to anything like the same degree. 
Secondly, Rama is absolutely scrupulous in adhering to what he sees as the rules 
of dharma, and never acts in any way that might be regarded as blameworthy. 
Krishna, on the other hand, has a rather robust attitude towards the rules of 
dharma, which he frequently bends or even ignores altogether. The essay here 
is suggesting that it is the overt divinity of Krishna that allows him to act in the 
way he does.

Conclusions
There are, of course, other issues on which Valmiki’s Ramayana has teachings to offer, perhaps 
most notably on the proper demeanour and conduct of those who are rulers of the community. 
The life of Rama shows us very clearly that political power is to be seen as a personal sacrifice 
rather than an opportunity for profit or gain, a lesson that many modern leaders could surely 
learn from. Although the Bhagavad Gita refers to Sita’s father Janaka (3.20), it is Rama whose life 
is a lesson in the Gita’s doctrine of karma-yoga, the desireless action based on a simultaneous 
sense of duty and renunciation. The Ramayana also offers an insight into the Parsi or Zoroastrian 
idea of an eternal conflict between good and evil.

However, I would suggest that the discourse on dharma as virtue and the consideration of 
Rama as a divine avatar are the two principal themes of the Ramayana in terms of its role as 
a Hindu sacred text. In the final session of this course we will expand upon the first of these 
themes by looking at individual characters in a little more detail and reflecting on the aspects 



Session Six: Religious Issues in the Ramayana

101

of dharma that their actions reveal. 
As a final note here, there may be differences of opinion within the Hindu community over 

the question of whether the Ramayana should be taken as literal truth. Recent satellite pictures 
of the south of India that appear to show a bridge across the ocean between Rameshvaram 
and Sri Lanka have given greater credence to the literalist view, although some scientists would 
dispute this interpretation. In many ways this is a matter of faith that cannot be proven either 
way. I would suggest that in any case this question is not crucial to our appreciation of Valmiki’s 
great work, for whether it is a history of actual events or a religious teaching presented as 
an allegorical narrative, there can be no doubt that the Ramayana is a true classic of world 
literature containing lessons for every human being.

Satellite photograph of the sea between Rameshvaram and Sri Lanka
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Session Seven: The Characters of the  Ramayana

So far we have considered the Ramayana’s structure and central narrative and then discussed 
its understanding of dharma and its presentation of Rama as a divine avatar. I want now 
to pursue these and other themes a little further by looking at some of the characters we 
encounter in the Ramayana and exploring the ways in which their representation contributes 
to its teachings. For each of the characters selected a broad survey of their role in the story will 
be presented along with a passage in which they play a central role. Finally, we will consider 
the nature and identity of each of them and look at how their characterisation adds to the 
Ramayana’s principal teachings.
Valmiki offers us a wide range of characters, some human and some animal, though the latter 
can also be regarded as having a more or less human identity. From these I have selected 
twelve for us to look at who seem to provide clearly identifiable contributions to Valmiki’s 
discourse on dharma. So let us begin with Rama himself, who is the dominant personality of 
the work and around whom the central teachings of the Ramayana are gathered.

Rama
We have considered the character of Rama 
in some detail in the previous session and 
so I will keep the discussion here as brief 
as possible. As has already been suggested, 
Rama plays a dual role  in the Ramayana, 
firstly as a human being who perfectly 
exemplifies the ideal of dedication to 
dharma, and secondly as a manifestation 
of God who is an object of devotion in the 
bhakti traditions. And whilst the first of these 
two identities is emphasised by Valmiki, 
the second is Tulsidas’s principal object in 
his later retelling of the story. In Valmiki’s 
Ramayana, Rama is the perfect man for the 
rather simple reason that his life is based 
absolutely on the dictates of dharma, the 
higher duty towards which all human beings 
should aspire. Rama is fixed in that position 
and never displays any deviance from it, in 
spite of the reservations we might have 
about his slaying of Vali and his treatment of 
Sita.

In addition to his dedication to the dharma of virtuous conduct, Rama is also very much 
a Kshatriya and as such follows the ways ordained for a warrior and a ruler. This probably 
explains why he lives by hunting when he is exiled in the forest and also partakes of alcohol 
(referred to in verse 18 of Chapter 42 of the Uttara-kanda), though this is rarely mentioned 
and unlike his monkey allies, he never appears to be intoxicated. Perhaps more significant 
here is Rama’s attitude towards warfare, which is notably different from that of Yudhishthira 
in the Mahabharata. As a king and a warrior, Rama recognises that it is his dharma to punish 
wrongdoers and to respond in a warlike manner to acts of violent aggression. There is, 
however, no selfish motivation in his recourse to violent means; he fights not for personal 
gain but only to uphold dharma. But of course there are significant issues here over one’s 
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understanding of ahimsa, non-violence, with regard to Gandhi’s interpretation of the principle 
and the appropriate ways in which a state should be governed.

Here is a short passage that displays Valmiki’s typical mode of portraying Rama, with his 
hero as ever absolutely committed to proper conduct.

Ayodhya-kanda (Book 2), Chapter 34
After Dasaratha had been forced by his wife Kaikeyi to issue a banishment order against 
his eldest son, Rama accepted the decision without question. After giving away his wealth, 
jewels and fine clothing he came to bid his father farewell. He found Dasaratha lying on the 
floor of his apartment, too overwhelmed by grief even to speak. Eventually the old king 
roused himself and greeted Rama, embracing him again and again and crying out ‘Ha Rama! 
Ha Rama!’ 

Rama then bade his father farewell and informed him of his imminent departure for the 
Dandaka forest in the company of Lakshmana and Sita. Dasaratha then said to Rama, ‘Due 
to a boon I granted her, I have been deprived of my senses by Kaikeyi. Make me a captive 
and declare yourself King of Ayodhya.’ But Rama replied, ‘May you rule for a thousand years 
more! There is no ambition for sovereignty in me. After staying in the forest for fourteen 
years I will soon return and see you once more.’ Then Dasaratha said, ‘Then go now, my 
beloved son. You have made your decision because you are devoted to the truth and have 
dedicated your life to dharma. Just stay for one more day so that Kausalya and I can enjoy 
your company for a little while longer. I never wanted this to happen; I was deceived by 
Kaikeyi and the pledge was extracted from me by fraudulent means. But it is no wonder 
that such a devoted son should seek to free me from any hint of speaking words that are 
untrue.’

Rama was unwilling to remain a moment longer and he replied, ‘I prefer to leave immediately; 
let the pleasures of this realm be made over to Bharata. My resolve to live in the forest 
cannot be shaken. The promise you made to Kaikeyi on the battlefield can thereby be 
fulfilled without any hint of deviance. I will accept your command and live in the forest for 
fourteen years. Do not change this decision. I covet neither sovereignty nor pleasure, but I 
do desire to carry out your every wish. Now let your sorrow be gone, for I have no longing 
at all for the pleasures of this world. I swear by my truthfulness and good conduct that my 
only wish is to maintain the truthfulness of your speech and to avoid any sense of falsehood 
therein. I have been ordered to go to the forest by Kaikeyi and I have promised her that I will 
depart. Now I must keep that promise. It is stated that one’s father is the god of gods and 
hence for me your order is like a divine injunction. So do not grieve, you must console all 
these sorrowful people. Obeying your command, I will go to the forest and Bharata must be 
crowned. Let the promises made to Kaikeyi be kept intact. My heart is less inclined towards 
sensual delights and the enjoyments of the mind than it is towards obeying your command. 
I would never seek to rule a kingdom by disfiguring you with the blemish of falsehood. Living 
in the forest on fruits and roots and seeing the beauty of the mountains, rivers and lakes, I 
shall be happy.’

After embracing his son, Dasaratha then fell to the ground unconscious and with the 
exception of Kaikeyi all the women gathered there began to loudly lament.

When you have read through this chapter, write down as short bullet points the specific 
teachings on dharma that it imparts and then read through the discussion below:

Discussion
There are a number of points here that you might have referred to but I think there are perhaps 
three that are the most immediately apparent:

1. Although Valmiki’s Ramayana has no real concern with moksha-dharma and 
renunciation of the world, it is clear that it regards the diminution of material 
desires as a feature of the dharma it espouses. Here we see that although 
Rama is destined for a life of wealth and enjoyment, he has no attachment 
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for such things, and is utterly convinced that they should be renounced if that 
is the course of action that dharma dictates. And again one might note the 
connection here with the notion of karma-yoga, desireless action, taught by the 
Gita, though in that context such renunciation is overtly linked to the pursuit of 
liberation from rebirth, which is not referred to here.

2. One of the main principles referred to here and throughout the Ramayana is 
satyam, which means ‘truth’ or perhaps more precisely ‘truthfulness’. The idea 
is that once one has given someone one’s word, dharma dictates that one must 
adhere to that spoken promise. Where dharma prevails, there is no need of 
written contracts, for the spoken word is to be accepted as absolutely binding. 
Here we find Dasharatha suggesting that Rama might make him a captive and 
that the promise is not binding because it was obtained by fraudulent means. 
But despite the enormous consequences of that decision, Rama will have none 
of it. A promise has been given, the word has been spoken and truth must be 
maintained, for in the  Ramayana’s view (which is rather different from that of 
Krishna noted earlier) truth is the cornerstone of dharma.

3. The Ramayana also reflects on the dharma of family relationships and here we 
gain a significant insight into the dharma of a son and the dharma of a father. 
Rama is absolutely committed to carrying out his father’s order; as he says, in 
his view the order of the father is like a command from the gods. And yet he 
does not acquiesce to Dasharatha’s request that he should make him a captive, 
nor does he disobey the earlier the instruction. The indication here would seem 
to be that whilst there is no doubt that a son’s dharma is to revere, respect and 
obey his father, this does not mean that a son should follow a father who appears 
to moving away from dharma. Hence the lesson here is that obedience to one’s 
father is an important principle, but not one that can be given precedence over 
one’s own adherence dharma as truth and virtue.

Ravana
Ravana of course is the absolute antithesis 
of Rama, a character who always gives 
priority to the satisfaction of his own 
desires, whose frequent acts of violence are 
motivated by desire for selfish gain, and who 
has no commitment whatsoever to dharma 
in the form of pure virtue. But although 
he is utterly wicked, he is no boorish fool. 
He is a man of learning, sophistication and 
knowledge who oversees the performance 
of religious rituals and employs Brahmans 
to perform them for him. In some versions 
of the story Rama even orders Lakshmana 
to take instruction on political science from 
Ravana as the latter lies dying on the field of 
battle—though this element of the story is 
not referred to either by Valmiki or Tulsidas. 
Valmiki reveals that Ravana was the son of 
Pulastya, a Brahman and rishi, although his 
mother was a rakshasa woman. Hence he 



HS103 Module Three: The Mahabharata and the Ramayana

106

was born into an excellent family, with a virtuous father, and was a learned scholar and a 
devotee of Shiva. So why did he sink to such depths of moral depravity as a murderer, warlord, 
kidnapper and rapist? The answer is again to be found in the Bhagavad Gita, as we noted in 
the previous session. Despite all these positive attributes, Ravana was a victim of uncontrolled 
desire and vicious rage. He was moreover dominated by an unbearable sense of hubris that 
led him to despise all those he regarded as his inferiors. So from Ravana we learn that a 
complete absence of virtue is not just to be found amongst the rough, the vulgar and the vile; 
sophisticated, religious persons may also be wicked at heart and the reason for this is their 
selfish desire for pleasure, power and prestige. And of course, from the other side, a simple, 
unlearned person may be the most virtuous of all, so the lesson is that we should be a little 
circumspect in our admiration for learning and sophisticated words.

Yuddha-kanda, Chapter 10
When Ravana learned that Rama had arrived in Lanka with his army, he consulted with his 
advisors and family members as to the best course of action. Some of the rakshasas boasted 
about their own prowess and told Ravana that he had no reason to be concerned as they 
could easily destroy a mere human being. However, Ravana’s younger brother, Vibhishana, 
was less encouraging. He addressed Ravana as follows:

‘Since you brought Sita here we have been observing inauspicious omens in the sky and 
our sacrificial fires splutter and become covered in smoke. Cows no longer yield milk 
and donkeys, camels and mules appear to be shedding tears. When an evil act has been 
performed an act of atonement is essential and the only act of atonement possible for the 
evil deed you have done is to return Sita to her rightful husband. Even if I were advising you 
due to personal greed (which I am not) still you should accept this advice of mine. Everyone 
in the city regards your kidnapping of Sita as a wicked act. Your advisors are so afraid of you 
that they do not speak candidly, but I have spoken honestly and after considering my words 
you ought to follow this advice.’

The advice tendered by Vibhishana was wholesome, meaningful, gentle, logical, and 
beneficial, but it had the effect only of rousing Ravana to a fever pitch of rage. He shrieked 
out his reply to his younger brother, ‘I am not afraid of Rama and he will never get Sita back. 
How can Rama stand before me in battle even if he is assisted by Indra and all the gods?’ He 
then dismissed Vibhishana, who had spoken the truth.

Ravana was infatuated with desire for Sita, and because of his sinful act he was now regarded 
as a sinner by his own people, and was troubled by the lack of respect his family had for him. 
He was full of longing for Sita and thought about her all the time. He then travelled in his 
chariot to the great assembly hall and summoned all his ministers to come there for further 
consultations. The first to speak was his general named Prahasta who assured him of the 
strength of his forces as a result of which victory was certain. Ravana who always sought 
happiness was delighted by this speech and said to the assembly, ‘You all know your duties 
when dharma, prosperity and pleasure are at stake. I have never failed in my endeavours 
even when I was opposed by Indra and all the gods. I desire to enjoy the pleasures of the 
world without any limit or hindrance, but I was waiting for my brother Kumbhakarna to 
awaken before I revealed my actions to you. Now after six months he is finally awake. I have 
stolen Sita, the beloved wife of Rama, from her abode in the Dandaka forest and there is 
no other woman in the world who pleases me as much as she does. Her form is entrancing 
and her face is like the autumn moon. Whenever I see her feet desire arises in my heart. 
After looking at her body and her face I am no longer the master of myself and have become 
a slave to desire. And now her husband Rama along with his younger brother Lakshmana 
and an army of monkeys and bears has arrived here in order to take back his wife. But he is 
nothing more than a man, so why should I, who have defeated the gods themselves, have 
any fear of him?’

When you have read through this passage, write down what it reveals about Ravana’s character 
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and also what it tells us about dharma. When you have done this read through the discussion 
below.

Discussion
Ravana here reveals to us the roots of his deviation from dharma. It is desire that leads him 
towards wickedness and pride in his wealth, status and power that leads him to ignore both 
virtue and the interests of others. He has no right to approach Sita, it is a vile and wicked act, 
but as he himself admits, he is the slave of his desires and could not follow the way of dharma 
even if he were inclined to do so. So we find again the Ramayana repeating the Gita’s message 
but doing so in a narrative form. The Bhagavad Gita says,

 dhyayato vishayan pumsah sangas teshupajayate

 sangat samjayate kamah kamat krodho ‘bhijayate

 krodhad bhavati sammohah sammohat smriti-vibhramah

 smriti-bhramshad buddhi-nasho buddhi-nashat pranashyati

When a man sets his mind on objects of pleasure, attachment for them arises. Desire arises 
from the attachment and anger arises from the desire. From anger comes folly and from 
folly there comes a wandering of the mind. When the mind wanders, intelligence is lost and 
when intelligence is lost a person meets with destruction. (2.62-63)

These verses could very well have been composed with Ravana in mind! A virtuous person 
may have many desires, but if he is consonant with dharma, then he will restrain them and set 
them aside. Ravana lacks this ability to regulate his own passions and is therefore hurled into 
the domain of adharma.

And because he lacks any degree of self-restraint, good advice from virtuous persons who 
have his interests at heart are of no use. A person whose character is dominated by desire, 
anger and pride will not listen to instruction, but responds only to his selfish impulses. In fact 
any advice based on dharma, virtue and justice produces only rage in such a person and a sense 
of enmity against the counsellor. In this way we see that Ravana functions in the Ramayana as 
the absolute antithesis of Rama, for Rama always gives priority to dharma over self-interest, 
whilst Ravana always give priority to self-interest and greed over dharma.

Hanuman
Hanuman is perhaps the best loved of 
all the characters we encounter in the 
Ramayana, and today is one of the main 
deities worshipped by Hindus, particularly 
in the north of India. He is a manifestation 
of Vayu, the wind god, and as we have seen 
already, he is the most powerful of Rama’s 
allies in the conflict between good and evil. 
It is Hanuman who finds Sita, Hanuman 
who leads the monkeys into battle, and 
Hanuman who brings relief to Rama 
and Lakshmana in their hour of need. 
Yet despite his wonderful achievements 
Hanuman remains a humble devotee 
of Rama, and it is always in this capacity 
as a humble devotee of God that he is 
worshipped in Hindu dharma. He is not the 
Supreme Deity, but as a devotee of the Deity who renders great service he is still worthy of 
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worship, and will help those who pray to him in their hour of need.
Valmiki recognises Hanuman as the mightiest and most worthy amongst the monkey allies, 

but it is Tulsidas who particularly emphasises Hanuman’s position as a Rama-bhakta and 
indeed he adds an appendix to the Ram-Charit-Manas, the Hanuman-Chalisa, which is a forty 
verse prayer of glorification offered by the poet to Hanuman. In the illustration above we see 
a typical icon of Hanuman revealing the constant presence of Rama and Sita within his heart. 
This image is based on Tulsidas’s account of the Ramayana rather than that of Valmiki in which 
the devotional dimension of the story is emphasised only to a limited extent and Hanuman is 
presented as a loyal ally rather than a devoted worshipper.

A full translation of Tulsidasa’s Hanuman-Chalisa can be found at this link:
www.hanuman.com/cha.html 
In terms of Valmiki’s narrative discourse on dharma, Hanuman represents the virtues of 

humility, courage, loyalty, determination and commitment. He never wavers in his service 
of Rama and despite his great power and wonderful achievements he retains the simple 
demeanour of a monkey without any hint of self-glorification. He is also committed to opposing 
the forces of evil, and a Hindu suffering from misfortune is likely to pray to Hanuman for relief. 
Just as he could oppose the evil of Ravana and bring relief to Sita, so he can remove any evil 
influences from the life of one who worships him. The role of Hanuman in relation to dharma 
is probably best summed up by Swami Vivekananda who wrote of him:

You have now to make the character of Mahavira (Hanuman) your ideal. See how at the 
command of Rama he crossed the ocean. He had no care for life or death! He was a perfect 
master of his senses and wonderfully wise. You have now to build your life on this great 
ideal of personal service. Through that, all the other ideals will gradually manifest in life. 
Obedience to guru without questioning and strict observance of Brahmacharya, this is the 
secret of success. As on the one hand Hanuman represents the ideal of service, so on the 
other he represents leonine courage, striking the whole world with awe. He has not the least 
hesitation in sacrificing his life for the good of Rama. A supreme indifference to anything 
except the service of Rama, even the attainment of the status of Brahma and Siva, the 
great Gods! Only carrying out Rama’s behest is the one vow of his life! Such wholehearted 
devotion is wanted.

Here Vivekananda is making use of the role played by Hanuman in the Ramayana in order 
to convey his message of service and self-sacrifice, but in so doing he gives a very accurate 
impression of contribution that Hanuman makes to the overall teachings on dharma that 
Valmiki presents to us.

Sugriva
There is no doubt that Sugriva is to be counted alongside Hanuman as one of the  Ramayana’s 
virtuous characters, but unlike Hanuman, his conduct is rather less than perfect and he is 
occasionally prone to lapses. In this sense he might be regarded as more ‘human’, although 
the word seems inappropriate for a monkey. The point here would seem to be that even those 
who try to adhere to dharma will probably at times fall short of the standards they set for 
themselves. We might also consider Sugriva’s conduct in relation to his devotion to Rama as 
the Supreme Deity. Here we might note another verse from the Bhagavad Gita in which Krishna 
refers to four kinds of devotee:

chatur-vidha bhajante mam janah sukritino ‘rjuna

arto jijñasur artharthi jñani cha bharatarshabha

Four kinds of righteous person worship me, Arjuna. They are one who is distressed, one who 
is seeking knowledge, one who seeks prosperity and one who possesses true knowledge, O 
best of the Bharatas. (7.16)

And as is so often the case, the  Ramayana is able to illustrate this teaching by means of the 
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narrative it presents. In Hanuman we see an example of a person who is devoted to Rama 
because he possesses knowledge. He is the jñanin whose devotion and service are performed 
without any motive, and in verse 17 Krishna declares that a devotee of this type is the best 
of all. Sugriva, on the other hand, is motivated at least in part by desire for personal gain and 
his need to find relief from the problems of his life. Hence he can be categorised as both arta, 
‘distressed’, and artha-arthin, ‘seeking prosperity’ in terms of the Gita’s fourfold classification. 
However, although Sugriva does not come up to Hanuman’s standard of perfection, he is not 
to be condemned. He is on the right side and despite the occasional lapses, his life is lived in 
broad conformity with dharma. And we should note that Krishna designates all four types 
as su-kritins or righteous persons. Ultimately Sugriva provides invaluable service to Rama; he 
fights valiantly in the war against Ravana and after the return to Ayodhya we see him as a 
beloved friend of Rama.

Kishkinda-kanda (Book 4), Chapters 30-37
After Rama had killed Vali, and Sugriva had regained his position as King of Kishkinda, Rama 
passed the rainy season living in a mountain cave. He refused Sugriva’s invitation to reside in 
the city because of his vow to remain in the forest for fourteen years. When the rainy season 
ended, there was no sign of the monkeys leaving their city to search for Sita as Sugriva had 
promised when he entered into an alliance with Rama. Then Rama became angry and said 
to Lakshmana, ‘The lowest of men is he who fails to keep a promise he has made to a person 
who has done him a favour. On the other hand, one who keeps his word even when it is not 
in his interest to do so is a hero and is the best of men. Now that he has obtained his wishes, 
Sugriva no longer remembers the agreement between us that led to my killing of his brother 
Vali. He amuses himself by drinking with his ministers and has no regard for us who are still 
in a state of distress.’

On hearing Rama’s disapproving words, Lakshmana went to Kishkinda, bow in hand, in 
order to confront Sugriva. Some of the monkeys prepared to resist his entry by force, but 
on seeing his strength and angry demeanour they became afraid and allowed him to pass. 
When Angada came forward to greet him, Lakshmana demanded that Sugriva be informed 
of his arrival in the city. In a state of some distress, Angada went swiftly into the palace 
where Sugriva was heavy with sleep due to his drinking wine and his enjoyment of female 
companions. When Sugriva learned of Lakshmana’s presence from Angada, he became 
afraid and did not know what to do. Hanuman then said to him, ‘It is no surprise that you 
cannot forget the service that Rama has done for you in killing the unconquerable Vali for 
the sake of your pleasure. But Rama’s anger has been aroused out of affection for you and 
this is why he has sent Lakshmana here. Heedless as you are, you have no awareness of the 
passage of time and you have not realised that the autumn season has arrived. It is now 
time for you to keep your promise.’

Angada then brought Lakshmana into the delightful palace of Sugriva. Being afraid of what 
was about to befall him, Sugriva told his wife Tara to go to Lakshmana and try to pacify him. 
Despite being only partly dressed and intoxicated with liquor, Tara then came to Lakshmana 
and spoke freely to him, her bashfulness dissolved due to the alcohol she had consumed: 
‘Why are you so angry, O prince? Who does not obey your command? Who dares challenge 
you, like a person rushing into a forest fire?’ On hearing these conciliatory and endearing 
words, Lakshmana’s misgivings about Sugriva’s attitude were removed. He replied to Tara as 
follows, ‘Absorbed in pleasure (kama), dear lady, your husband has lost sight of dharma and 
prosperity (artha). It is your duty to seek the welfare of your husband, so why do you not 
admonish him for this misconduct? He does not think about the affairs of state nor about 
ourselves who remain in a state of grief. It was agreed that the search for Sita would begin 
after four months had elapsed, but now that the designated time has come, Sugriva remains 
drunk with wine and completely given over to pleasure. Drinking like this is not praised for 
those who seek dharma and prosperity; in fact drinking destroys one’s hopes in pursuing 
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pleasure, prosperity or dharma. One’s dharma is certainly weakened if one fails to show 
gratitude for a service rendered and one’s worldly fortunes suffer if one loses a friendship 
with a person who adheres to dharma. You should therefore urge your husband to fulfil the 
duty that is now incumbent upon him.’

Tara then reassured Lakshmana of Sugriva’s absolute devotion to Rama and his commitment 
to helping his cause. She begged his forgiveness and pointed out that arrangements were 
already being made for the departure of thousands of monkeys who would scour the 
length and breadth of the land searching for Sita. Lakshmana then came before Sugriva 
and condemned him in harsh words for his failure to keep his promise and his wanton 
indulgence in carnal pleasures. Tara again tried to pacify Lakshmana and at length his anger 
was restrained; Sugriva then apologised for his negligence and asked Lakshmana and Rama 
to forgive him. Thus the quarrel between friends was resolved, and on Sugriva’s order 
parties of monkeys were dispatched in all directions to search for Sita and bring word or her 
whereabouts.

When you have read through this passage write down what it reveals about Sugriva’s character 
and how it adds to our understanding of dharma. Then read through the discussion below.

Discussion
As always, there are a number of points that one might choose to focus on, but overall the 
picture we have here is of a character who is in his own way committed to dharma but at times 
fails to live up to his own standards. And of course that is something that probably applies to 
the majority of people. Again the question can be raised as to what it is that leads Sugriva to 
his deviation from the path of virtue and again the answer is the same; it is selfish desire and 
longing for pleasure. Kama (desire) and dharma are not exactly incompatible but as we saw in 
the case of Ravana they are not ideal companions. The crucial difference between Sugriva and 
Ravana is that the former is able to prioritise dharma and restrain his tendencies towards a life 
of wanton pleasure seeking. Essentially, Sugriva knows the difference between right and wrong 
but Ravana lacks this fundamental insight into basic morality.

Here also we find guidance on the question of alcohol. Unlike certain other religious traditions, 
Hindu dharma does not include an absolute prohibition on the consumption of alcohol, but 
in general it disapproves of the practice and encourages restraint or even abstention. The 
example of Sugriva illustrates this position rather well. It is not his consumption of alcohol per 
se that is regarded as being in conflict with dharma, but as Lakshmana points out, it is very 
difficult to keep one’s mind focused on dharma whilst one is consistently under the influence of 
liquor. From Tara’s appearance before Lakshmana in a dishevelled state we also get a sense of a 
collapse of propriety and dignity. As we see so often in modern society, excessive drinking leads 
inevitably to degradation and a lack of consideration for others. In summation, the teaching 
here is that even a virtuous person can deviate from dharma if he gives way to selfish desires 
and if he indulges in the consumption of alcohol.

Dasaratha
The  Ramayana is emphatic in its assertion that Dasharatha is a righteous king, whilst the Ram-
charit-manasa tells several stories from the Puranas that explain how he came to be the father 
of a divine avatar. Valmiki emphasises the virtue of the King of Ayodhya, his care for the citizens 
of his kingdom, and the love they have for him. He is also a devoted family man who shows 
affection for all three of his wives and is a loving father to his four sons; and his sons are equally 
attached to their father. The  Ramayana makes it clear that this sort of loving intimacy between 
family members is the ideal situation and a perfect expression of the dharma of family life. 
Dasharatha also represents the ideal of kshatriya-dharma, providing protection for those he 
rules over and seeing his royal status as a duty to serve rather than an opportunity for personal 
aggrandizement. 
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However, there may be other lessons to be learned from Dasharatha’s story. The  Ramayana 
explains his sorrowful death by relating the story of a hunting accident in which he shot a youth 
who was caring for his elderly parents, mistaking the boy for a deer. It was the parents’ curse 
that led him to die in a heartbroken condition, lamenting over his separation from a beloved 
son. It might also be suggested that it was excessive fondness for one of his wives that led to an 
act of folly on his part. And some might feel that his grief over Rama’s exile shows a weakness 
of character brought about by family attachment. This might be the perspective of a renunciant 
or sadhu who has dedicated his life to attaining liberation from rebirth, but in the Ramayana’s 
view of dharma close family ties are generally regarded in a positive rather than a negative 
light. And from Tulsidas’s perspective, Dasharatha’s attachment is not to a person of this world 
but to the Supreme Deity himself and is therefore an expression of devotion to God.

Ayodhya-kanda, Chapters 63-64
Six days after Rama had been sent into exile, Dasaratha began to recall a misdeed he had 
performed in his youth and he then spoke of it to Kausalya who was comforting him. ‘O 
blessed lady, one surely reaps the fruits of one’s actions and one who does not consider 
this truth when he performs an action is surely a fool. When I was the Prince of Ayodhya, 
I was such an accomplished archer that I could hit a target from the sound alone without 
even looking at it and I never thought that this ability would bring such an unwanted result. 
Once, before we were married, the sun was moving through the Dakshinayana part of the 
sky and the rainy season came. Feeling in need of exercise and with my senses uncontrolled, 
I drove in my chariot to the River Sarayu in order to hunt down animals with my bow. On the 
banks of the river I heard the sound of a pitcher being filled and thinking it to be an elephant 
drawing water, I shot an arrow at the place from which the sound was coming. But the cry 
that then arose was not that of an elephant but of a human being.

A boy was lying there, a young sage, a dweller in the forest. He was lying on the ground, 
pierced by my arrow, and he cried out, ‘Who has done this to me? Who could I have offended 
so that he has attacked me in this way? How can the killing of a sadhu like me be approved 
of in the scriptures? Who would want to attack one like me? The person who has done this 
will get only infamy as a result, and my aged parents will die now that there is no one to 
care for them.’

When I heard these words I dropped my bow and ran forward to find a youthful sage lying 
on the riverbank pierced with my arrow, with blood running from the wound. He said to 
me, ‘What harm had I ever done to you? I was drawing water for my parents who are aged, 
blind and infirm and now they will surely die of neglect. Now you must show real courage 
and go before my father and tell him what you have done. Beg him to forgive you. Now take 
this arrow from my body for I am burning in agony.’ But I was reluctant to do this for I knew 
that the removal of the arrow would cause his immediate death and I dreaded the idea of 
killing a Brahman. Reading my thoughts, he then said to me, ‘Do not be afraid for I am the 
son of Vaishya father and a Shudra mother.’ So I withdrew the arrow from his body and at 
that moment the boy gave up his life and passed away.

Having committed such a wicked act due to ignorance, I then followed the track the boy 
had indicated, taking with me his pitcher of water. I soon reached his parents’ ashram and 
saw there his blind, aged and feeble parents who now had nobody to care for their needs. 
Despite their incapacity they remained enlivened by discussing the qualities of their son 
of whose company they were now deprived. On hearing my footsteps they took me to be 
the boy and asked me to come forward and bring the water to them. I then revealed my 
true identity and explained to them what had happened to their beloved child as a result of 
my ignorant indulgence in hunting. When they heard this story, the elderly couple became 
stupefied due to grief and remained silent. Eventually the sage said to me, ‘If you had not 
confessed your crime your head would have instantly split apart. Take us now to the place 
where our son’s body lies.’
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So I took them to the banks of the river where the body of their son still lay on the ground 
and they embraced him in a most pitiable fashion. The sage then began to lament, saying, 
‘My son, my son, why do you not arise and embrace us? Who now will tend our sacred fire 
and console us in our grief? Who now will gather food from the forest for us? How will I 
be able to support your mother who is blind and aged and stricken with grief at her loss? I 
would beg King Yama to set you free, but I am certain that you are far from his clutches and 
ascending to the highest region of heaven.’ The sage then turned to me and said, ‘Since you 
have killed my only son with a single arrow, kill me as well this very day. I now curse you that 
just like me, you will meet your end due to grief born of separation from your son.’

After speaking these words, the grieving holy man and his wife gave up their lives and died 
on the spot. Now the sin I performed in shooting that boy whilst he was unseen is again in 
my mind for the bitter fruit of that act has come upon me, as illness inevitably follows the 
consumption of bad food. Since I will soon depart from this life due to the grief born of 
separation from Rama, I can no longer see you here for men on the point of death can no 
longer perceive the world around them. What could be more painful than departing from 
this world without being able to look upon the ever-righteous Rama?’

In popular versions of the story the boy killed by Dasaratha is named as Shravana, and it is 
revealed that he used to transport his parents by means of a bamboo cane across his shoulders 
from which two seats were suspended. Valmiki, however, does not include such details in the 
version of the story he presents in his Ramayana. When you have read through the passage, 
briefly note down the teachings on dharma that it includes and then read through the following 
discussion.

Discussion
Here one might note the following points:

• Although it is often considered as suitable conduct for a kshatriya, serious 
questions are raised here about the propriety of hunting. Kshatriyas are never 
expected to adhere to the principle of ahimsa (not harming or non-violence) 
but we see here a warning against indulgence in unnecessary acts of violence 
and the terrible consequences that can arise from that type of action.

• The doctrine of karma. In Indian religious traditions there is an almost universally 
held belief that the actions we perform will yield an appropriate reaction, either 
in this life or in a future rebirth. Where one’s actions are in line with dharma 
then the future result will take the form of happiness, prosperity and good 
fortune, but if one strays into the realm of adharma then suffering becomes 
the inevitable consequence. Here we see this principle illustrated in a very 
graphic manner; through his thoughtless action Dasaratha causes suffering to 
the parents of a young boy and as a result he himself has to experience an equal 
degree of misery. One might, however, question whether this is appropriate as 
Dasaratha’s wrongdoing was performed unwittingly. Should he have to suffer 
for a mistake rather than an act of wanton evil? Is it the motive behind an action 
that yields its fruit or is it the consequences? The answer given here would 
seem to indicate that it is both. Dasaratha was not deliberately cruel, but his sin 
was one of thoughtlessness and lack of consideration. It is for this reason that 
he has to suffer, but the sage indicates that if the action had been deliberately 
performed then the karmic reaction would have been much more severe.

• Here again the  Ramayana reveals its concern with issues of dharma with regard 
to family relationships. In Shravana, we are shown the ideal of filial devotion in 
the form of a teenage boy who dedicates his entire life to caring for his elderly 
parents. The idea of his transporting them in the way described above may 
be a later elaboration but the notion of a righteous son’s constant devotion to 
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his parents is certainly inherent in Valmiki’s account. Hence we can see quite 
clearly that devotion, loyalty and attachment between family members is very 
much a part of the  Ramayana’s vision of dharma. It is perhaps relevant to note 
that in the Bhagavad Gita Krishna refers to asaktir anabhishvangah putra-dara-
grihadishu, detachment and not clinging to sons, wife and home, as one of the 
components of knowledge. This is the perspective of the moksha-dharma, the 
specific dharma for those who have given up the world and are single-minded in 
their pursuit of liberation from rebirth. Such persons sever their family ties and 
adopt a form of dharma based on detachment from the world, and indifference 
to family affairs. The dharma of the Ramayana, however, is the dharma of virtue 
in terms of life in the world and in this dharma loyalty and affection between 
family members is an essential component.

Vibhishana
Vibhishana, Ravana’s younger brother, is a virtuous character born into a family and community 
that has no respect for dharma, and at times this leads to tensions and a conflict of interest. 
In the Ram-Charit-Manas, Vibhishana is presented as a devotee of Rama, understanding the 
latter’s identity as an avatar of the Supreme Deity. Hence his principal motive in abandoning 
the rakshasas and joining the monkey host is to have a vision of the Lord’s form. In Valmiki’s 
account, however, Vibhishana is appalled by his elder brother’s act of wickedness in abducting 
Sita and repeatedly advises him to make amends, both because he has acted in an unrighteous 
manner and also because Rama is a powerful adversary who will destroy him. Furiously rejecting 
this sound advice, Ravana banishes Vibhishana from his presence. It is then that Vibhishana 
abandons the rakshasa cause; he accepts Rama as his master and his inside knowledge proves 
to be invaluable during the course of the conflict. He is, however, mortified at the death of 
Ravana and sheds many a tear over the prostrate body of his brother. Here is a short passage 
in which we find Vibhishana giving good advice to Ravana.

Yuddha-kanda (Book 6), Chapter 9
‘The wise have revealed the times at which a person’s valour should be displayed as the best 
policy. The policy of war will succeed only against persons who are negligent, those who 
have been attacked by others and those who are condemned to defeat by destiny. Rama is 
none of these; he is watchful, keen to gain victory, supported by destiny and has subdued 
his anger, so how will you be victorious against him? We saw the prowess of Hanuman 
who leapt across the ocean and Rama has an immeasurable number of such troops at his 
command. He should not be underestimated. 

Moreover, what offence did Rama ever give to the ruler of the rakshasas? Khara was killed 
by Rama only when he went to attack him and everyone has the right to protect himself. So 
if Sita was taken as a result of this quarrel she should certainly be returned to her husband; 
otherwise she will prove to be a source of danger to us. When there is no valid reason to 
do so, it is never desirable to make an enemy out of a powerful prince who adheres to 
dharma. Sita must therefore be restored to Rama before his army tears Lanka apart. If you 
do not voluntarily return her to him, this city will certainly be destroyed. I seek to give you 
beneficial advice because you are my family member; follow my advice for it will promote 
your own well-being. Let Sita be returned before Rama smites you with his arrows. Give up 
your anger, which destroys both happiness and dharma. Adhere to dharma, which brings 
both joy and renown. Now make peace so that we may survive with our sons and relatives. 
Let Sita be returned to Rama.’

On two other occasions, in Chapters 10, 14 and 15 of the Yuddha Kanda, Vibhishana rebukes 
his brother for his misdeeds and argues that returning Sita to Rama is the only way they can 
hope to survive. Eventually Ravana loses all patience with his brother and rejects his counsel 
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with angry words:
Yuddha-kanda, Chapter 16

‘It is better to live with an enemy or a venomous snake than with one who professes to 
be a friend whilst acting against one’s interest. Even if he is virtuous and carries out his 
duties properly, people always rejoice at a relative’s misfortunes and due to envy despise 
the leader of the family. Having secret designs on their relative’s property, they are cruel 
and dangerous. Listen to these words of wisdom, “Neither fire, nor weapons, nor snares 
frighten us, but cruel relatives motivated by self-interest are truly dangerous.” In the cow 
wealth resides, in a woman there is capriciousness, in a Brahman there is renunciation, and 
in a kinsman there is danger. Hence the honour I receive is not to your liking, O brother. 
When love is bestowed on an unworthy person, it does not soften his heart any more than 
water can moisten a lotus leaf. Affection is never found in the heart of an unworthy person 
any more than the black bee abides in a single flower. You are such an unworthy person. 
Bestowing love on you brings no happiness. The affection I have bestowed on you is just 
like the sand an elephant throws onto its body with its trunk. If anyone other than you had 
spoken such words to me they would have immediately been killed. And as for you, a curse 
upon you, O filth of your race.’

After hearing these harsh words from his brother, Vibhishana rose into the air with four of 
his followers and replied to Ravana as follows, ‘As my elder brother, you are always worthy 
of my respect. But you do not cleave to the path of dharma and therefore I cannot tolerate 
your abuse. Those who have no self-control fall under the control of death, and pay no heed 
to words of good advice. It is easy to find advisers who will flatter and speak sweetly but 
an adviser who says what is truly beneficial is harder to find. I could not ignore the danger 
that threatens you and for this reason I spoke as I did; I have no wish to see you die at the 
hands of Rama, pierced by his sharp arrows. As my elder brother you can ignore what I have 
said. Now protect yourself, may prosperity be yours, be happy in my absence. My warnings 
have not found favour with you; at the hour of death men whose life has run its course do 
not usually accept the good advice of well-wishers.’ Having spoken in this way, Vibhishana 
departed with his fours attendants and crossed the ocean to join up with Rama.

After you have read through these passages, write down what you think they show us about 
Vibhishana’s character and what these incidents reveal to us about dharma and proper conduct. 
When you have done this, read through the following discussion.

Discussion
In the later traditions surrounding the Ramayana, Vibhishana is often represented as being a 
Rama-bhakta, a devotee who surrenders to God and must serve him in every way possible. As 
one would expect, Valmiki makes no mention of the devotional interpretation of these events, 
and reveals that Vibhishana parted from his brother and his family because he was unable to 
tolerate their rejection of dharma and because he saw that their destruction was inevitable. 
Indeed it could be argued that Vibhishana was no more than a pragmatist who saw the direction 
in which events were moving and acted out of self-interest and self-preservation in joining the 
faction he regarded as certain to emerge victorious. This view is a little too cynical, however, 
and Valmiki makes it clear that it is Ravana’s contempt for dharma in stealing Sita that is one of 
the main reasons for his changing sides.

And when one accepts this point, it then becomes apparent that despite the Ramayana’s 
clear emphasis on family loyalty, the view is that dharma should always take precedence. This 
point does in fact have significant implications for everyone’s attitudes and way of life. One 
might recall the case of Karna who knows that Duryodhana is wicked and that Yudhishthira 
is the Dharmaraja, but still remains in the Kaurava faction out of a sense of loyalty and duty. 
Vibhishana takes the opposite view, insisting that dharma and virtue must be prioritised over 
national and family loyalties. One sometimes hears the slogan, ‘My country, right or wrong’ but 
from the conduct of Vibhishana we learn that the  Ramayana takes a different view. Virtue and 
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morality must take precedence over loyalty to community, family, and nation, and one must 
not hesitate to condemn one’s own people if one sees them deviating from proper conduct. 

And there is also a lesson here of moral courage. In situations such as that faced by Vibhishana 
it is very easy to avoid confrontation, to seek the easy option and say nothing that would be 
harmful to one’s status and reputation. Vibhishana’s example, however, shows that we should 
not hide behind a veneer of ‘tolerance’ and say nothing when injustice is being perpetrated 
and words need to be said. It is rather easier to speak out when it is another faction that is 
to be condemned, but we should not shirk the responsibility when the deviation from virtue 
arises from within our own family or community. 

Kaikeyi and Manthara
I have decided to look at these two characters under one heading because their principal 
contributions to the  Ramayana’s narrative are inextricably linked. We do not in fact learn from 
Valmiki the actual name of Kaikeyi, for she is referred to in this way simply because she is the 
daughter of the King of Kekaya. Nor do we learn much about the circumstances of her marriage 
or the details of relationship with her husband. The story is told by Manthara (Ayodhya-
kanda, Chapter 9) of how Kaikeyi accompanied Dasharatha on a campaign in support of the 
gods against the asuras. In the city of Vaijayanta, Dasharatha fought against an asura named 
Timidhwaja and was badly wounded. Kaikeyi was apparently at her husband’s side during the 
fighting and conducted him to safety so that he survived the battle despite his wounds.

When Dasharatha and his ministers decide that Rama should be installed as Yuvaraja, or 
crown prince, Kaikeyi falls under the influence of Manthara (pronounced ‘Mantharaa’), a 
hunchback maid, who convinces her that Rama’s elevation will have devastating consequences 
for both her own position and that of her son, Bharata. Again Valmiki tells us little or nothing 
of Manthara’s background and we are left to conclude that her actions are motivated either 
by a misguided sense of loyalty towards her mistress or else a character so perverse that she 
hates to see the happiness of others. The  Ramayana tradition has generally tended towards 
the latter interpretation, although Valmiki states that she had accompanied Kaikeyi from her 
father’s city and hence one might suspect that her actions are based on the belief that she is 
truly fostering her mistress’s interests.

Kaikeyi herself initially laughs off Manthara’s warnings, but eventually succumbs to her 
persuasions. She then demands the two boons granted her by Dasharatha when she saved 
his life in Vaijayanti; these are that Rama be banished for fourteen years and that Bharata be 
installed as Yuvaraja in his place. As a result of these actions both Kaikeyi and Manthara are 
always regarded in a very negative light in the Indian cultural tradition. While these events 
are taking place, Bharata is away visiting his grandfather in Kekaya but when he returns he 
is horrified by his mother’s actions and condemns her in strong language. He disowns her 
as a mother and seeks comfort in the company of Kausalya, the mother of Rama. Despite 
their massive wrongdoing, however, there is no indication that any form of retribution is taken 
against Kaikeyi or Manthara and indeed it is mentioned that Kaikeyi is still present in Ayodhya 
when Rama, Sita and Lakshmana return from their exile and are greeted by Bharata.

In considering this part of the story, we might regard Manthara as just a mischief-maker 
who found no joy in life and so could not bear to see others happy. There is no doubt that such 
people do exist. A careful reading of Valmiki’s Ramayana, however, does not lead one to that 
conclusion. It seems more likely that she is just narrow-minded and factional; she is a Kekayan 
and wants to further the interests of her own people. This is why she behaves so viciously. 
She has no concern for right or wrong and seeks only to promote the interests of her own 
community. 
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Despite her reputation, Kaikeyi does not seem to be a person who is entirely wicked. Rather 
she is weak-minded, foolish and easily led astray by a persuasive speaker. The lesson here 
of course is that one should seek the association of those who are virtuous and try to avoid 
keeping company with persons like Manthara who are low-minded and indifferent to proper 
conduct in pursuing self-interest. But neither is Kaikeyi entirely blameless; one who has a clear 
idea of right and wrong, of dharma and adharma, would not be swayed by the words of people 
like Manthara. Kaikeyi then shows herself to be so absorbed in self-interest that she is willing 
to sacrifice the interests of her kingdom, her co-wives and even her husband for the sake of 
her selfish goals. The lesson here is that dharma demands that one should be strong-minded 
and possess a clear idea of virtue and a commitment to proper values. A person who possesses 
this clear notion of dharma as virtue is unlikely to be swayed by the influence of low-minded 
people, however persuasive they might sound. Here is a short extract from the conversation 
between Manthara and Kaikeyi.

Ayodhya-kanda (Book 2), Chapters 7-10
A maidservant of Kaikeyi’s parents whose birth was unknown had lived with Kaikeyi ever 
since she came to Ayodhya. Her name was Manthara. From the roof of the palace she could 
see the preparations being made for the festival in celebration of Rama’s installation. When 
she saw the city filled with joyful people she inquired from Rama’s nurse who was standing 
nearby, ‘How is it that Kausalya is giving away so much money, even though she herself 
is a lover of wealth? And why are the people of Ayodhya so joyful?’ The nurse replied, 
‘Tomorrow when the constellation named Pushya arises, Dasharatha will install Rama as 
the Yuvaraja.’ Manthara suspected a conspiracy and burning with rage, she approached her 
mistress.

‘Arise, O foolish one,’ she cried, ‘danger threatens and you do not see the oncoming flood 
of misery! Beautiful as you are, you are confident of the king’s affection, but in truth he 
loathes you. Your good fortune is dwindling away like a river in the summer season.’ Kaikeyi 
was shocked by Manthara’s words and said to her, ‘What has happened? Why are you so 
disturbed?’ Kaikeyi’s mood made Manthara even more furious and she spoke out again, ‘You 
are going to be ruined, for Dasharatha intends to install Rama as Yuvaraja. When you suffer 
I will suffer too and my advancement follows yours. Kaikeyi, you are born in a proud race of 
kings and are supposed to be the king’s favourite. So how is it that you do not understand 
the intricacies of raja-dharma? Your husband is deceitful and hard-hearted, though you 
cannot see it. Standing by your side and speaking sweet words that have no meaning, he 
intends to elevate Kausalya at your expense. And he has sent Bharata away from here so 
that he can put his devious plan into action. O foolish lady, you have nurtured an enemy 
disguised as a husband. Today he is acting as an enemy towards you and you are ruined 
along with all your friends and relatives. You must therefore act now in your own interest 
and in the interest of your son and of me as well.’

Kaikeyi, however, was filled with joy to hear the news brought by Manthara. She rose from 
her bed and immediately gave a valuable gemstone as a gift to her servant, saying to her, 
‘You have brought me the most welcome news, Manthara. Is there anything else I can do for 
you? I see no difference between Rama and Bharata and so I am delighted by what you have 
said. But because you are unhappy, I offer you a further gift. What would you like?’

Casting the jewel aside, the indignant Manthara then said, ‘Why are you so joyful when you 
have no cause for it? Even though I am so afflicted, I laugh at your foolishness and perversity 
of mind. What wise lady would rejoice over the elevation of a stepson? Rama has cause to 
fear Bharata who has an equal claim to the throne, and danger always follows fear. Of course 
Lakshmana will side with Rama, while Shatrughna is Bharata’s ally; Bharata is the only rival 
claimant for he is of equal age with Rama. Hence I shudder to think of the danger to your 
son from Rama who knows all the wiles of a Kshatriya. Kausalya is very fortunate for her son 
is to be installed as Yuvaraja and you will become her maidservant, while Bharata will have 
to wait on Rama.’ 
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But Kaikeyi responded to Manthara’s words merely by reciting Rama’s virtues, ‘Rama 
understands dharma, he possesses all good qualities, he is disciplined, grateful, truthful and 
righteous. He is also the eldest of the four princes and therefore deserves to be given the 
throne. He will care for his brothers as he would for his own children, so why do you feel 
so distressed? And after Rama has ruled for a hundred years, he will surely pass the throne 
on to Bharata. So why are you burning with envy in this way? Have you not seen how Rama 
serves me even more than he does Kausalya? If the throne goes to Rama then it goes to 
Bharata as well, for he regards his brothers as his very self.’

Of course, Manthara continues with her persuasion and eventually Kaikeyi comes round 
to seeing things from her point of view. This marks the beginning point of the  Ramayana’s 
principal narrative theme, and indeed in the Padma Purana it is revealed that Manthara was 
sent by the gods from heaven in order to ensure that Rama came into conflict with Ravana 
and thereby fulfilled his mission on earth. What we see in the conversation above is that 
Manthara is primarily motivated by a misguided sense of loyalty. We have already noted how 
the Ramayana sees affectionate family relationships as a central element of dharma and virtue, 
but Manthara cannot understand this. Having no sense of dharma herself, she is cynical about 
human motives and cannot believe that anyone would prioritise virtue over self-interest. Left 
to her own devices, Kaikeyi would not have acted in such a wicked manner, but her sense of 
dharma is not as strong as it should have been and through association with a wicked person 
she allows her virtue to become perverted.

Sita
Sita has traditionally been held up in Indian culture as the ideal of female virtue, a perfect wife 
who sets the example for all other women to follow in their relationship with their husbands. In 
more recent times, however, some Indian women have begun to question this view, regarding 
Sita as excessively subservient to her husband and in some ways a victim of a male-dominated 
society. In discussing the position of Indian women Gandhi wrote, 

My ideal of a wife is Sita and of a husband Rama. But Sita is no slave to Rama. Or each was 
the slave to the other. Rama is ever considerate of Sita. Where there is true love the question 
of whether a wife must obey a husband’s wicked commands does not occur. Where there is 
no true love the bond has never existed.

The incidents that occur at the end of the battle and after the return to Ayodhya certainly raise 
questions about the treatment of Sita and a wife’s status in relation to her husband, but a 
careful reading of the Ramayana reveals that there is a lot in what Gandhi is saying. And again 
I think we must place the relationship between Sita and Rama in the wider context of Valmiki’s 
views on family dharma. For the Ramayana, affection and loyalty between family members is a 
vitally important aspect of dharma and Sita certainly shows these characteristics. 

There is no doubt, however, that Sita sees devotion and service to her husband as central to 
her personal dharma, and from a modern perspective such attitudes might seem anachronistic. 
However, this does not mean that Sita is a grovelling slave to Rama and on several occasions 
she is shown giving him advice and even questioning his conduct. So service can be taken in 
a number of different ways and here it does not mean absolute subordination, for, as Gandhi 
points out, Sita’s service to Rama is matched by Rama’s devotion to Sita, which is surpassed 
only by his devotion to dharma. And in the very end Sita does demonstrate her ultimate 
independence by refusing to return to Rama and re-entering the earth. In looking at Sita’s 
character, one might perhaps question the cruelty of the words she speaks to Lakshmana in 
order to persuade him to search for Rama just prior to the kidnapping, but this should probably 
be understood in the context of her absolute devotion to Rama. Here is a short passage in 
which we find Sita instructing Rama on the subject of dharma.
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Aranya-kanda (Book 3), Chapters 9-10
Sita then spoke the following affectionate words to Rama: ‘A great man may be subtly led 
away from dharma, though not if he avoids addictions born of desire. Three of these are 
particularly unworthy; false speech is one, but the others are worse, namely adultery with 
another man’s wife and wanton cruelty. You will never speak falsely, O Raghava, so how 
would you ever commit adultery even in your mind? In any case, you are devoted to your 
own wife! You are the best adherent of dharma and you have proved your devotion to truth 
by following your father’s order. I know that you are also in control of your senses.

However, the third cause of iniquity, namely cruelty, is facing you. You have vowed to protect 
the sages of the forest by killing rakshasas and my mind is perturbed by this, thinking of 
your conduct and well-being. I do not like your entering the Dandaka forest for that reason 
and I will tell you why. When you go to the forest with your brother, bow in hand, you may 
shoot your arrows somewhere. But when the bow stays by the warrior or fuel stays near to 
the fire, they still enhance them. Indra once gave over a sword into the possession of a holy 
man who was keeping to rigid vows and austerities. That sage would always carry the sword 
when he entered the forest. After some time, just by his association with that weapon, 
cruelty entered the sadhu’s heart and he began to kill innocent creatures thereby destroying 
his religious life. This is the result of associating with weapons. I am advising you in this 
way due to my love and respect for you. You should not kill the rakshasas in the forest with 
whom you have no quarrel. The bow should be used by a Kshatriya only to protect those 
who are suffering. We are now forest dwellers and have no use for Kshatriya virtues, so let 
us respect the rules of our place.

The use of weapons contaminates the mind and one becomes like an unworthy man. Let us 
live as the sadhus do, for wealth and happiness come from dharma alone. Dharma is the 
essence of the world but dharma does not follow from a life of pleasure seeking. Of course, 
everything about dharma is known to you, but think over what I have said and then make 
your own decision after consulting with your brother.’

Rama then replied, ‘Out of affection you have given me good advice relating to dharma. 
But you yourself have admitted that a bow should be used by kshatriyas to bring relief to 
those who are suffering and the sages in the forest came to me for help when they were 
suffering as a result of attacks by rakshasas. They were being carried off and eaten alive by 
those fiends of the night and I have taken up arms in order to bring them relief. Having been 
begged for help by these holy ones, how can I refuse them? So after hearing their piteous 
speeches, I have agreed to grant them protection. And having given this pledge I will not go 
back on my sworn word. The advice you gave was based on your love for me and I am very 
pleased with you. You are dearer to me than my very life; you are my partner in dharma (sa-
dharma-charini me).’ After speaking these words to the princess of Mithila, Rama returned 
once more to the forest to render service to the holy ones who dwelt there.

Exercise
When you have read this passage, write down what you think it shows about Sita’s relationship 
with Rama and about Sita’s character. Then read the through the following discussion.

Discussion
The most obvious points here concern Sita’s relationship with Rama. She may regard herself 
as Rama’s servant but that does not mean that she cannot speak to him as an equal and offer 
guidance when she thinks his behaviour is inappropriate. As Rama himself says, they are sa-
dharma-charinis, partners in dharma, a wonderful phrase for wife and husband. However, 
there is no sense of formality here; one can almost sense Sita’s half-smile when she talks of 
the possibility of Rama’s adultery. Their relationship rests on deep-seated love and mutual 
affection, and as Gandhi suggests, where such a relationship exists there is no question male 
dominance or a husband’s tyranny. In fact Rama politely refuses to accept Sita’s advice and 
points out to her why dharma dictates that he must continue to bear arms in the forest, but 
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I would suggest that the real significance of the passage is with regard to the relationship 
between them and the ideal it sets of conjugal relations. Again, it might be suggested that the 
picture presented to us here is not in accordance with the Gita’s view of asaktir anabhishvangah 
putra-dara-grihadishu, having no attachment and no adherence to children, wife and home, 
but the dharma of the Ramayana is different to that taught by the Gita. The Ramayana is 
explaining dharma in terms of life in this world and in this context love, loyalty and affection 
between husband and wife is at the very heart of dharma. We might also note that Sita is 
neither unlearned nor lacking in wisdom. She knows about dharma and is able to compile 
a cogent argument in support of her position, thereby giving the lie to any suggestion that 
religious learning and spiritual wisdom is a male preserve.

Lakshmana, Bharata, and Shatrughna
I think it is possible to consider Rama’s three brothers under one heading as they make a 
quite similar contribution to the Ramayana’s discourse on dharma, though in different ways. 
Shatrughna plays a rather minor role in Valmiki’s story. Like Lakshmana, he is the son of Sumitra, 
but he is closest to Kaikeyi’s son Bharata whom he accompanies to Kekaya at the time of Rama’s 
banishment. He only plays an independent role in the final book, the Uttara-kanda (chapters 
60-72), where we hear of his leading an expedition against an asura named Lavana who is 
attacking the holy men who live in the region of Mathura. After Shatrughna’s triumph, Rama 
installs him as the king of that region and he then founds the city of Mathura, which today is 
about eighty miles south of Delhi.

Lakshmana, of course, is Rama’s constant companion who serves him at all times and 
accompanies him into exile. Sharing in all Rama’s adventures and encounters, Lakshmana is 
his ever-loyal servant who never fails his elder sibling and is an object of the latter’s love. 
Bharata, on the other hand, is left behind as the apparent beneficiary of his mother’s cruel 
demands. Despite the suspicions of Guha and even Lakshana, however, Bharata is an unwilling 
participant in Kaikeyi’s schemes. He immediately follows Rama into the forest to inform him of 
Dasharatha’s death and to beg him to return and rule the kingdom. And when Rama refuses 
on the grounds that he must keep to his father’s promise, Bharata refuses to reside in Ayodhya 
and keeps a pair of Rama’s shoes on the throne to indicate that he has no personal aspirations 
in that direction.

The teaching here is again one of self-abnegation and family dharma. Bharata has no desire 
to rule for the sake of power and status; he takes up this responsibility with reluctance and 
a sense of duty. He rebukes his mother for her intrigues on his behalf and refuses to accept 
any gain that has been made in conflict with dharma and at the expense of his beloved elder 
brother. Lakshmana gives up his position of comfort and affluence and accepts a life of celibacy 
and hardship in the Dandaka forest. In each case, we have an example of dharma being given 
precedence over self-interest and hardship being accepted in pursuit of dharma. The relationship 
between the brothers is one of loyalty and respect; there is a contrast here with Vibhishana’s 
abandoning of Ravana, but we must be aware that Rama commands loyalty through his virtue 
and good character whilst Ravana displays the opposite traits. In this sense Bharata’s attitude 
is in line with that shown by Vibhishana for they both abandon close relatives, a mother and 
a brother, to whom they owe a duty of loyalty. Where there is a conflict between devotion to 
dharma and commitment to family, it is the former that must prevail.

So again dharma is being defined for us as the sacrifice of selfishness and greed, support for 
family members and loyalty towards them and a generosity of spirit that looks towards giving 
rather than taking. How simple a lesson it sounds and yet how difficult it is to live by! Here is a 
final extract from Valmiki’s Ramayana in which we hear of Bharata’s response to his elevation 
to the position of Yuvaraja.
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Ayodhya-kanda (Book 2), Chapter 72-73
When Bharata returned from Kekaya he found the city of Ayodhya in a state of sorrow and 
mourning. He hurried to his mother’s apartments and received her embrace. He asked her 
why the city appeared so doleful and was then informed of his father’s death. Bharata was 
grief-stricken to hear this news and fell weeping on the ground. Then Kaikeyi said to her 
son, ‘Arise, O king! Righteous men should not grieve like this. Your mind is as steady as the 
radiant sun.’ But Bharata was not to be so easily consoled and he said to his mother, ‘On 
hearing that Rama was to be crowned as the Yuvaraja, I happily undertook the arduous 
journey from Kekaya to join in with the celebrations. But now my heart is torn in two with 
anguish. How did my father come to meet his end? Take me now into Rama’s presence for 
he is now my father and my consolation. What were my father’s last words to Rama before 
he passed away?’

Kaikeyi replied, ‘Your father died crying out, “O Rama, O Lakshmana, O Sita, only those who 
live to see Rama’s return to Ayodhya will have their object accomplished.’’’ Then Bharata 
asked, ‘But where is Rama?’ And then Kaikeyi told him that his elder brother, along with Sita 
and Lakshmana, had departed for the forest. And when Bharata asked her why this happened 
she told him the whole story, being sure that he would be delighted at her cleverness. She 
concluded her story by saying, ‘Now do not grieve, my dear son, the city of Ayodhya and the 
whole kingdom is dependent upon you. You should now quickly perform the funeral rites for 
your father and then prepare for your coronation as the King of Ayodhya.’

Bharata then admonished his mother, saying, ‘Of what use is sovereignty to me, when I am 
deprived of both my father and elder brother. Bringing death to my father and exile to Rama, 
you heap one calamity upon me after another. You are like the time for the destruction 
of the world, devastating my father’s house. How could he not see what an evil person 
you are? How could he embrace one like you? You see evil where there is none and you 
have disgraced your family. How could you do such a thing and bring agony to Kausalya and 
Sumitra as well? Didn’t Rama always serve you in the kindest possible ways? And Kausalya 
always treated you like a dear sister; why do you grieve over bringing upon her such terrible 
sorrow? What gain do you expect from this wicked act? You are full of greed and you cannot 
see how devoted I am to Rama. It is your lust for power that has led to this tragedy. How 
could I ever rule the kingdom in the absence of Rama and Lakshmana?

‘Even the king always depended upon Rama so how can I possibly sustain the burden of 
kingship? Rama is my only strength. And even if I possessed such power, I would never allow 
you, who covet sovereignty for your own son, to prosper. If it were not for the fact that Rama 
regards you as his own mother, I would immediately cast you out. How could such an idea 
as this ever come to you? How could you fall so far from dharma? You do not understand 
dharma or the proper conduct of kings. I will not allow your plan to succeed; I will follow the 
sinless Rama and beg him to return.’

With these and other harsh words Bharata admonished his mother and then left her alone 
to make his peace with Kausalya. Thinking at first that he was party to Kaikeyi’s schemes, 
Kausalya condemned Bharata as a wrongdoer, but when she perceived his innocence and 
his sorrow she said to him, ‘My agony, dear son, is made all the more poignant on seeing 
your grief. Your mind never deviates from dharma and you have all good qualities. Your 
promise to Rama remains unbroken.’ Kausalya then embraced Bharata who was weeping 
with sorrow and they passed the night together giving each other comfort.

This short extract very clearly reveals Bharata’s attitude towards his mother’s strategy. He is 
appalled at the way she has abandoned dharma, at the harm she has done to others, and at 
her greed for personal gain. Once more the Ramayana asserts its central message of living life 
in accordance with dharma and its definition of dharma as virtuous living based on generosity, 
self-sacrifice, honesty and goodwill to all.
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Conclusions
By now I think it should be fairly clear what Valmiki’s Ramayana is about and what line of 
religious teaching it is seeking to convey. Religious discourse can come in many forms and 
can pursue a variety of different themes; it may be about ritual, liberation from rebirth or 
about the nature of God and worship of God. Hindu dharma offers extensive teachings on all 
these subjects but the Ramayana is not really concerned with these topics. The ritual of yajña 
is touched upon but not really explained, liberation from rebirth (moksha) is not a topic of 
concern at all, and although Rama is recognised as a manifestation of the Supreme Deity, the 
exploration of his divine nature and the ways of worshipping him are not a theme that Valmiki 
is anxious to emphasise. It is in Tulsidas’s Ram-Charit-Manas that we find this idea explored in 
great detail as he produces a Ramayana that is a thoroughgoing bhakti-shastra. Valmiki’s aim 
is to use the wonderful narrative centring on Rama as a means of defining dharma to all those 
who will listen to his words. For Valmiki, dharma must be the guiding light of every person’s life 
and that means setting aside self-interest, greed and desire for personal gain whenever these 
are found to conflict with virtue. For the Ramayana reveals that above all dharma is individual 
virtue. In the dharma-shastras, dharma is sometimes presented in relation to varna or social 
status, but the Ramayana is not really interested in this definition. In Valmiki’s eyes, dharma 
is a simple matter to define; it is pure virtue and that is the theme that his great work pursues 
from beginning to end and that is the idea that each of his characterisations reveals to us in a 
variety of different ways.


