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Why should we be good? How should we be good? And how might we more deeply understand
the moral and ethical failings--splashed across today's headlines--that have not only destroyed
individual lives but caused widespread calamity as well, bringing communities, nations, and
indeed the global economy to the brink of collapse?In The Difficulty of Being Good, Gurcharan
Das seeks answers to these questions in an unlikely source: the 2,000 year-old Sanskrit epic,
Mahabharata. A sprawling, witty, ironic, and delightful poem, the Mahabharata is obsessed with
the elusive notion of dharma--in essence, doing the right thing. When a hero does something
wrong in a Greek epic, he wastes little time on self-reflection; when a hero falters in the
Mahabharata, the action stops and everyone weighs in with a different and often contradictory
take on dharma. Each major character in the epic embodies a significant moral failing or virtue,
and their struggles mirror with uncanny precision our own familiar emotions of anxiety, courage,
despair, remorse, envy, compassion, vengefulness, and duty. Das explores the Mahabharata
from many perspectives and compares the successes and failures of the poem's characters to
those of contemporary individuals, many of them highly visible players in the world of
economics, business, and politics. In every case, he finds striking parallels that carry lessons for
everyone faced with ethical and moral dilemmas in today's complex world.Written with the flair
and seemingly effortless erudition that have made Gurcharan Das a bestselling author around
the world--and enlivened by Das's forthright discussion of his own personal search for a more
meaningful life--The Difficulty of Being Good shines the light of an ancient poem on the most
challenging moral ambiguities of modern life.

     "Encontré en este libro algunas recetas de jugos muy saludables que realmente
funcionan para adelgazar, también me encontré con un montón de información muy útil en este
libro muy fácil de leer que trata muy bien el tema sobre la pérdida de peso saludable y la dieta.
Lo recomiendo!" - Dianne Rogers     "Este es sin duda un muy buen libro sobre la dieta con
jugos y con excelentes recetas de jugos saludables que son fáciles de preparar y representa
una forma deliciosa de perder peso rápidamente, Buen libro" - Adrianne Scandon     "Esta es
definitivamente la forma más sencilla de conseguir un gran cuerpo sexy y saludable con estas
recetas de jugos para bajar de peso rápido y fáciles de preparar, realmente disfruté de todas
ellas, buen libro" - Claudia Miles
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paperADVANCE PRAISE FORTHE DIFFICULTY OF BEING GOOD‘Through a series of bravura
readings of the Mahabharata, Gurcharan Das makes a learned and passionate attempt to inform
how the great Indian epic might illuminate our present-day moral dilemmas. Readers will find his
analyses of dharma insightful, challenging, and honest—doing full justice to the world’s most
complex, exciting and honest poem.This admirable book offers precisely the kind of reflection
that the epic itself invites—moral, political and public. It shows why the Mahabharata is a classic:
because it is ever timely. This superb book is knowledgeable, passionate, and even courageous.
Grounded in a secure knowledge of the narrative, it raises key moral problems—from the
doctrine of just war to affirmative action to the nature of suffering—and it makes striking attempts
to link these with contemporary discussions and issues, both public and personal.’—Sheldon
Pollock, William B. Ransford Professor of Sanskrit and Indian Studies, Columbia University‘The
book is a wonderful combination of the scholarly and the personal, the academic and the
meditative. The basic plan works beautifully, building a rich mix of his very, very careful and
detailed reading of the text, his other wide reading, and his life in business; an extraordinary
blend. I found the use of evolutionary biology and the Prisoner’s Dilemma to explain the
pragmatism of the Mahabharata absolutely brilliant.’—Wendy Doniger, Mircea Eliade Professor
of the History of Religions, University of Chicago‘I was very moved by this richly articulated,
contemporary meditation on the Mahabharata and the great human themes it embodies—above
all the question of what life means and what one might do to endow it with purpose, within the
inherently ambiguous and painful contexts in which we always find ourselves. The book is a kind
of miracle: a deeply sensitive man suddenly decides to leave his usual routines and familiar



roles and to spend some years simply reading the Mahabharata and seeing what the ancient
epic has to tell him; he engages profoundly with the text, with the bewildering profusion of its
messages, its tormented heroes, and the dramatic events it describes; and he then finds the
space and the right words for a thoughtful, highly personal, philosophically informed, sceptical,
sustained response. Such things happen only rarely in our generation, and we should all be
grateful to Gurcharan Das for this gift.’—David Shulman, Renee Lang Professor of Humanistic
Studies, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem‘How can we live with moral balance in an arbitrary
and uncertain world? In this wise, passionate, and illuminating book, Gurcharan Das turns to the
classical Indian epic the Mahabharata for answers—and finds, instead, a life of questioning, an
ethical temper tolerant and suspicious of ideology, in which certainty is no virtue and respect for
the projects of others is the appropriate response to life’s complexities. Gurcharan Das’s book is
a fitting tribute to Ingalls’s scholarly integrity and Rawls’s insights about pluralism and respect. It
is also one of the best things I’ve read about the contribution of great literature to ethical
thought.’—Martha Nussbaum, Ernst Freund Distinguished Service Professor of Law and Ethics,
University of Chicago‘Gurcharan Das is the rare author who can speak to businessmen, modern-
day savants and the uninitiated. This book is a scholarly discussion of the intellectual framework
of the subtleties of dharma, as espoused by the Mahabharata. It brings out Gurcharan Das at his
intellectual best. A must-read to resolve the moral dilemmas of life.’—N.R. Narayana Murthy,
Chairman of the Board and Chief Mentor, Infosys Technologies Ltd‘This book is a triple treat. It
provides a subtle reading of episodes in the Mahabharata. It uses those readings to raise
consistently provocative questions about the character of dharma. And it addresses important
questions about the character of our ethical lives . . . It wears its learning lightly, prompting one to
think, and hence it is a pleasure and a provocation.’—Pratap Bhanu Mehta, President, Centre for
Policy Research, New Delhi‘The Difficulty of Being Good is a remarkable tour de force that
connects an ageless philosophical epic to the travails of contemporary society. This book is for
the liberal Hindu who does not want his religion co-opted, for the modern Indian who wants to
build a fair and inclusive society and for the global citizen who is rendered asunder by moral
absolutism. The dharmic challenges we face every day resonate throughout Gurcharan’s book.
Reading this book has been an enriching experience.’—Nandan Nilekani, Chairman, Unique
Identification Authority of India‘The Mahabharata is one of the outstanding achievements of the
human intellect and imagination and Gurcharan Das addresses its moral conflicts based on a
close reading of classical texts and an informed understanding of modern philosophical
arguments, making this book both instructive and enjoyable.’—Andre Bétéille, FBA, Professor
Emeritus of Sociology, University of Delhi‘Gurcharan Das is a delightful story teller. He also
invariably has a point.’—Rajat Kanta Ray, Vice-Chancellor, Visva-Bharati University,
Santiniketan‘Storytelling is an ancient art in India but the stories always had a higher moral
purpose. Gurcharan Das has mastered both the art and the purpose. In this elegantly written
book, he weaves many tales, both personal and epic, to present a moral philosophy for
individuals, corporations, and governments of the twenty-first century.The recent global



economic crisis has revealed deep corruption and lack of moral insight at the highest echelons
of the economy . . . showing that it is difficult to be good, a constant moral struggle exemplified in
the characters of the Mahabharata and in the stories and moral tales narrated with such charm
and force by Gurcharan Das.’—Patrick Olivelle, Chair in the Humanities, Professor of Sanskrit,
University of Texas‘Gurcharan Das’s personal search for dharma in the ancient epic uncovers
buried signposts to a desirable future polity. The Difficulty of Being Good is a significant Indian
contribution to a new, universal Enlightenment that is not Western in origin or character. It is a
delight to read a book that wears its learning so elegantly and presents its arguments with such
panache.’—Sudhir Kakar, author and psychoanalyst‘The book is entertaining and thought-
provoking, and will help many people see connections between the Mahabharata and
contemporary issues—even when they encounter the epic for the first time. It is a book for both
those for whom it has always been part of their cultural memory and for those who are reading
for the first time this critical composition from India’s rich and complex history. It offers insights
and suggestions even for scholars of Indian thought, literature and history.’—Chakravarthi Ram-
Prasad, Professor of Comparative Religion and Philosophy, Lancaster University‘This book has
done the rare thing of successfully invoking the Mahabharata to help address the questions that
one faces in one’s life. Unlike many attempts to make the Mahabharata “relevant” to modern life,
this one takes the text seriously as a historical document and does not gloss over the explicit
uncertainties and uncomfortable ambiguities that the text conveys. It is written in the expository
memoir style that Gurcharan Das used so effectively in India Unbound. The style personalizes
the questions and the quest for answers. It makes the work come alive and holds one’s interest
throughout. The added service that the author provides is to show how the authors of the
Mahabharata engaged in the same sorts of central ethical issues (with sometimes remarkably
similar responses) as Western thinkers both ancient and modern.This book is a work of great
insight. The Sanskritist, the philosopher, and the intelligent lay reader will all benefit from
spending time with this work. There are few works on classical Indian thought for which this is
true. Das is to be congratulated for so effectively speaking to such diverse audiences.’—Richard
W. Lariviere, Professor of Sanskrit and Provost and Vice Chancellor, University of Kansas‘It took
me on a huge intellectual and emotional journey. And with Gurcharan Das as guide, even familiar
paths seemed to lead through fresh landscapes . . . The secular humanism and intellectual
humility that shines through this beautiful book shows that—along with everything else—the
Mahabharata can provide just what the modern world needs. Das’s rehabilitation of Yudhishthira
is inspiring . . . showing convincingly that [others] misunderstand his role. I came away feeling
more whole.’—Dr Ian Proudfoot, Sanskrit scholar, Australian National UniversityFor my two
teachers:John Rawls, who taught me philosophy, andDaniel Ingalls, who taught me
SanskritCONTENTSAcknowledgementsA Note on Rendering Sanskrit into EnglishThe Central
Story of the MahabharataDramatis PersonaeGenealogical TableChronologyPreludeI take an
academic holiday1. Duryodhana’s Envy‘What man of mettle will stand to see his rivals prosper
and himself decline?’2. Draupadi’s Courage‘Whom did you lose first, yourself or me?’3.



Yudhishthira’s Duty‘I act because I must’4. Arjuna’s Despair‘There are no victors in war’5.
Bhishma’s Selflessness‘Be intent on the act, not on its fruits’6. Karna’s Status Anxiety‘How could
a doe give birth to a tiger?’7. Krishna’s Guile‘That is the way it is!’8. Ashwatthama’s
Revenge‘Now I feel the whirligig of Time’9. Yudhishthira’s Remorse‘This victory feels more like
defeat to me’10. Mahabharata’s Dharma‘Great king, you weep with all creatures’ConclusionThe
difficulty of being goodDharma—The Story of a WordA Short Bibliographic
EssayNotesIndexACKNOWLEDGEMENTSMy happiest task is to thank friends, acquaintances
and relatives who encouraged, educated, inspired and generally kept me in line during my
dharma journey. I could write an amusing essay about how they did this but rather than
embarrass them, I shall merely acknowledge their contribution by naming them below in
alphabetical order. I apologize if I have missed anyone. Dan Arnold, Dániel Balogh, Andre
Bétéille, Jacob Blakesley, Dipesh Chakrabarty, Krishan Chopra, Bhagwan Choudhary, Steven
Collins, P. Cooper, Lance Dane, Larry Dare, Bunu Basnyat Das, Kim Kanishka Das, Puru
Pulakesin Das, Robin Desser, Wendy Doniger, Stephen Espie, Paul Friedrich, Robert Goldman,
B.N. Goswamy, Vineet Haksar, Alf Hiltebeitel, David Housego, Ronald Inden, Sudhir Kakar,
Matthew Kapstein, Daniel Kurtz-Phelan, P. Lal, Richard Lariviere, T.N. Madan, Pratap Bhanu
Mehta, Tanya Menon, Udayan Mitra, Lynn Nesbit, Jim Nye, Martha Nussbaum, Ralph Nicholas,
Philip Oldenburg, Patrick Olivelle, Isabelle Onians, Gieve Patel, Stephen Phillips, Sheldon
Pollock, Ian Proudfoot, Vaughan Pilikian, Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad, A.K. Ramanujan, Raju
Rana, Lloyd Rudolph, Susanne Rudolph, Ravi Singh, David Shulman, Manjushree Thapa,
Romila Thapar, Tom Teal, Uma Waide and Mike Witzell.A NOTE ON RENDERING SANSKRIT
INTO ENGLISHI like to show off my learning as much as the next person but since this book is
for a wider audience I have tried to be reader-friendly in rendering Sanskrit words into English.
Scholars traditionally use daunting diacritical marks to distinguish between long and short
vowels in Sanskrit. I have dispensed with these irritations. Sanskrit also employs three forms of
‘s’ and in the interest of simplicity I have reduced them simply to ‘sh’ and ‘s’. Thus, I have
rendered, for example, the transliterated ‘Ka’ of the scholars as the more familiar ‘Krishna’.
However, when quoting a scholar in the notes, I had to naturally stick to the original transliterated
words. Occasionally, I had to break this rule when distinguishing in the text between two
apparently identical words, such as Krishna, the god, and Krisn, the epithet of Draupadi (the
long ‘a’ at the end denoting the feminine).I was tempted to drop the final short ‘a’ of Sanskrit as
modern Indian languages tend to. Thus, Krishna becomes ‘Krishan’, Arjuna becomes ‘Arjun’,
Dharma becomes ‘Dharam’ and Hastinapura becomes ‘Hastinapur’. This is how Indian readers
know the epic names. However, I decided against this for I felt that the Mahabharata is, after all,
a Sanskrit text and it would take something away from its epic quality.To avoid cluttering the text
with italics I also made the practical decision of not italicizing the most frequently used Sanskrit
words. These words are dharma, karma, brahmin and kshatriya. I have also preferred not to
translate ‘dharma’ and ‘kshatriya’ as van Buitenen did and fell far short of the mark. Dharma, in
any case, is at the heart of the poem; it is not only untranslatable, but the Mahabharata’s



characters are still trying to figure it out at the epic’s end.THE CENTRAL STORY OF THE
MAHABHARATAThe Mahabharata is the story of a futile and terrible war of annihilation between
the children of two brothers of the Bharata clan. Set in and around Hastinapura, ‘elephant city’,
in the fertile region around modern-day Delhi, it recounts the rivalry between the Pandavas, the
five sons of Pandu, and the Kauravas, the hundred sons of his brother, Dhritarashtra.The conflict
begins when Dhritarashtra, the elder of two princes, is passed over as king because he is blind.
Pandu assumes power, but he has been cursed to die if he has sex. Kunti, his wife, comes to the
rescue of the dynasty. When she was young, she had looked after the ill-tempered sage Durvasa
with extraordinary hospitality. He had rewarded her with a boon—a mantra by which she could
invoke any god and have a child by him. Kunti uses the boon to obtain three sons—Yudhishthira,
Bhima and Arjuna—from the gods Dharma, Vayu and Indra respectively. She also teaches the
mantra to Pandu’s second wife, Madri, who has the younger twins, Nakula and Sahadeva, by the
Ashvins (the divine stars of sunrise and sunset). Despite their divine parentage, the children are
called ‘Pandavas’, the sons of Pandu.After a series of wars, Pandu renounces the throne and
becomes a wandering hermit—leaving Dhritarashtra to rule the imperial city. Soon a rivalry
develops over the succession. Prince Duryodhana, the eldest son of Dhritarashtra, disputes the
right of the eldest Pandava, Yudhishthira, to take over the throne. Angry and vengeful,
Duryodhana attempts to assassinate his cousins, who are forced to flee for their lives. While they
are away, the five Pandavas jointly marry Princess Draupadi and also meet their cousin Krishna,
who is God, and who becomes their friend and companion for life.In the hope of averting
conflict, King Dhritarashtra divides the kingdom, giving the barren half to the Pandavas. Despite
their disadvantages, the accomplished Pandavas work hard and prosper. They rule justly,
expand their territories through conquests and alliances, and build a striking, grand capital
called Indraprastha (which some archaeologists believe is buried under present-day Delhi).
Soon they are widely acknowledged to have become the paramount power. To commemorate
his rise to imperial power, Yudhishthira performs the ancient rajasuya ceremony of consecration
where dozens of rulers come laden with expensive gifts and pay tribute to acknowledge his
imperial claim.Intensely envious of his cousins’ success, Duryodhana devises a scheme with his
uncle, Shakuni, to usurp their half of the kingdom in a rigged game of dice. Yudhishthira loses
everything, including himself and his family, in a grand gambling match in the Hastinapura
assembly. His wife, Queen Draupadi, is dragged into the assembly, where Duryodhana’s brother,
Duhshasana, attempts to disrobe her. But an extraordinary thing happens. Each time her dress
is being stripped off, another appears, and this goes on until a pile of clothes is heaped in the
middle of the hall.As a compromise, the Pandavas are allowed to retain their patrimony, provided
they go into exile for twelve years and spend a thirteenth in disguise in society without being
discovered. During their wanderings, they face hardship, encounter sages and enchanted spirits,
and have many adventures. In the thirteenth year, they move to the capital city of the kingdom of
Virata, where they have perilous and hilarious escapades. To avoid being discovered, they
assume disguises: Yudhishthira becomes a dice master at the royal court; Draupadi, the queen’s



handmaiden; Bhima, a cook in the royal kitchen; Nakula, a groom in the stables; Arjuna dresses
like a woman and gets the job of a eunuch to guard the ladies’ chambers and teach the royal
women dancing; and Sahadeva looks after the royal cattle. Duryodhana sends spies to find
them, but the Pandavas are undetected during their year of masquerade.After thirteen years in
exile and several attempts on their lives by the Kauravas, the Pandavas return to reclaim their
inheritance. They have fulfilled the terms of the agreement and now expect the restoration of
their kingdom. But Duryodhana refuses. Elaborate peace negotiations ensue. Krishna personally
leads the final embassy to the court of Hastinapura in a last-ditch effort to broker a peace,
hoping that his godly stature and neutrality (somewhat compromised though it is) will help to
reach a settlement between the warring cousins. But the intractable Duryodhana is
unmoved.Krishna tells the Pandavas, ‘War is the only course left.’ The mood of the epic then
changes to dread and foreboding at the approaching horror of the war. Both sides make furious
preparations. Yudhishthira assembles seven armies against eleven of the Kauravas. All the great
kingdoms of the time are allied to one or the other side.As the war is about to begin, the epic’s
focus is on Arjuna, the greatest warrior of his age, who stands at the head of his troops. His
debonair and confident charioteer, Krishna, halts their chariot between the two armies. As he
surveys the field full of his kinsmen, Arjuna is filled with a strange pity. He puts down his magical
Gandiva bow and refuses to fight. Krishna doesn’t have much success in persuading Arjuna until
he resorts to his authority as God. The awestruck Pandava sees the most amazing sights, and
can only say, ‘I salute you. I salute you in front and from behind and on all sides.’The first ten
days of the war are indecisive. The ancient patriarch of the Bharatas, Bhishma, leads the
Kaurava army in repelling the Pandavas successfully. Bhishma is the eldest son of Shantanu, the
Bharata king and ancestor of the Pandavas and Kauravas. He would have succeeded to the
throne had his father not fallen in love with Satyavati, the daughter of the chief of a tribe of
fishermen. As a condition of their marriage, the bride’s father was adamant that the kingship
should descend on Satyavati’s children. To make his father happy, Bhishma renounced his right
to the kingdom and vowed to remain celibate to avoid potential disputes in succeeding
generations.Although he has come out of retirement, Bhishma begins to decimate the armies of
the Pandavas, who realize that their ‘grandfather’ must be eliminated if they are to win. Since
Bhishma had told them that he would never strike a woman—or someone who had been a
woman—the Pandavas call upon their ally, Shikhandi—who had changed her sex—to appear
before Bhishma. Seeing him/her, Bhishma lays down his bow, and Arjuna pierces him with
twenty-five arrows. Bhishma falls from his chariot, not on the ground but on a bed of the arrows
with which he had been transfixed. Because of his remarkable vow of celibacy, Bhishma had
received the gift of choosing his time of death. So, he prefers to lie on his bed of arrows through
to the end of the war.After Bhishma’s death, Drona becomes leader of the Kaurava armies. He
has been the revered teacher of martial arts to both the Pandavas and the Kauravas. Like
Bhishma, he accepts his post reluctantly because of his affection for the Pandavas, especially
his favourite pupil, Arjuna. On the twelfth day of the war, Drona is able to divert Arjuna to the



southern end of the battlefield, and he creates an impenetrable military formation, the chakra
vyuha, in the form of a lotus-like circular array. In it, he places the greatest Kaurava warriors, and
they advance menacingly against Yudhishthira.The only one in the Pandava forces besides
Arjuna who knows how to penetrate the chakra vyuha is his sixteen-year-old son, Abhimanyu.
Yudhishthira turns to him, but the young warrior warns his uncle, ‘My father taught me how to
enter but not how to come out.’ Abhimanyu’s arrowhead pierces the chakra vyuha, and he
smashes his way in. Once he is inside, powerful Jayadratha, ruler of Sindhu, quickly moves his
troops and seals the breach. Bhima and the others are unable to enter, and Abhimanyu is
trapped behind enemy lines. The boy fights valiantly, single-handedly causing so much
destruction that Duryodhana is frightened. It takes the top six Kaurava generals (including
Karna, Drona, Kripa and Ashwatthama) to subdue the ‘lion’s cub’.When Arjuna hears of his
son’s death, he weeps bitterly, blaming himself for not teaching the boy how to exit the military
formation. He vows to kill Jayadratha before sunset the next day—if not, he says, he will
immolate himself. Krishna censures him for this rash oath. On the following day, Arjuna rages
over the battlefield, inflicting terrible losses on the enemy. But he makes no headway against
Jayadratha, who is well guarded. Finally, he reaches Jayadratha at the end of the day. But it is
too late—he must still subdue six warriors who are protecting Jayadratha—an impossible task in
the few minutes before sunset. Krishna saves the day—he plays a trick on the king of Sindhu,
making him believe that the sun has set. Jayadratha lets down his guard and Arjuna pierces him
with a fierce arrow.Krishna also kills Drona through trickery. He advises the Pandavas to kill an
elephant named Ashwatthama—also the name of Drona’s son—and spread the word about his
death. When Drona encounters Yudhishthira, he asks if the rumour is true; Yudhishthira replies
that Ashwatthama—he says ‘elephant’ under his breath—is indeed dead. Hearing this, Drona
lays down his weapons, assumes a yogic posture, and Dhrishtadyumna, Draupadi’s brother,
cuts off his head. This is the only time that Yudhishthira told what was understood as a lie, and
his chariot, which always moved slightly above the ground, sinks to the earth.After Drona,
Duryodhana appoints Karna as commander-in-chief of the Kauravas on the sixteenth day of the
war. Unknown to the Pandavas, Karna is the eldest son of Kunti, their mother, and the sun god.
Long before her marriage to Pandu, she had accidentally invoked the god through a boon, and
found herself with an unwanted child, which was born with protective armour and earrings of
immortality. Ashamed and desperate to hide her affair, Kunti set the infant afloat on a river,
praying for his safety. Adhiratha, a charioteer, picked up the baby and took it home to his
childless wife, Radha, who brought him up with great affection. Although he grows up a
charioteer’s son, the prince by birth acquires extraordinary martial skills and yearns to be a
champion warrior. At a tournament of princes, he challenges Arjuna, but is disqualified because
of his low birth. Duryodhana, however, is delighted to discover someone who can match Arjuna.
From that day he makes Karna a lifelong ally and friend.The lowly epithet, ‘charioteer’s son’,
nevertheless continues to dog him. Karna vies for Draupadi’s hand at her swayamvara, where
young, ambitious noblemen have come from afar. To help her decide, Draupadi poses a difficult



test—the winner must string an extremely stiff bow and with it hit a golden target suspended in
the sky. All the princes fail except Karna, but the beautiful and haughty princess rejects him,
saying, ‘I do not choose a charioteer!’Krishna realizes that victory will be difficult with Karna on
the opposite side. So he reveals to him the secret of his royal birth and asks him to defect. As
Kunti’s son, he says, Karna is the eldest ‘Pandava’. If he crosses over, he will become king.
Knowing his weakness for Draupadi, Krishna entices him with the prospect of enjoying her—
sharing her as a wife with his brothers. This is a tempting offer. It is his chance to rise from being
Duryodhana’s retainer to king of the realm—and to be acknowledged as a genuine kshatriya or
peer. Even so Karna refuses to switch sides, saying that his ‘real’ parents are the low caste
family who have brought him up, not the royal family to which he had been born.The seventeenth
day of the war goes well for the Kauravas. Karna betters Yudhishthira twice. The tide, however,
begins to turn in the afternoon. Just before sundown, the epic’s two greatest heroes meet. Karna
shoots a dazzling arrow that is spitting fire, at Arjuna’s head. Krishna presses down their chariot
in the nick of time. The arrow misses Arjuna’s head but knocks off his crown. As Arjuna gets
ready to retaliate, the left wheel of Karna’s chariot gets stuck in the bloody mire of the ground. As
he descends to lift it out, Karna reminds Arjuna that the rules of battle do not permit an enemy to
strike a warrior who is not prepared. Arjuna hesitates but Krishna urges him on, ‘Waste no more
time, go on, shoot . . .’ Arjuna lets loose his Anjalika weapon at the helpless Karna, striking him
on the head—‘the beautiful head, with a face that resembled a lotus of a thousand petals fell
down on the earth like the thousand rayed sun at the close of the day’. Once again, the
Pandavas have won unfairly.The war is almost over now. All the great warriors on the Kaurava
side are dead. In despair, Duryodhana leaves the battlefield and hides in a lake nearby. The
Pandavas manage to find him and choose Bhima to fight the last duel. As the duel begins,
Krishna doubts if Bhima will be able to defeat his adversary in a fair fight—he will need some
sort of dodge. Arjuna gets the point, and slaps his left thigh, signalling to Bhima to strike a blow,
unfairly, below the navel. Bhima hurls his mace at Duryodhana’s thigh, smashing it.As he lies
dying, Duryodhana enumerates the god Krishna’s many misdeeds, accusing him of perfidy in
the way he had all the Kaurava commanders killed. Krishna’s defence is that once the peace
talks failed, and Duryodhana refused to part with five villages to the Pandavas, the only thing that
mattered was victory for the just side. Krishna now becomes grave and tells the victors:
‘Kauravas were great warriors and you could not have defeated them in a fair fight. So, I had to
use deceit, trickery and magic on your behalf . . . It is evening, let us go home and rest.’The same
night, Ashwatthama, Drona’s son, vows revenge. Only three Kauravas have survived, and they
manage to flee from the jubilant Pandavas, taking refuge in a forest. Ashwatthama sees a
guileful owl swoop down on crows sleeping in a tree. ‘This owl has tutored me in war,’ he says,
and with his companions he sets off for the victorious camp of the sleeping Pandava armies.
They set the camp on fire, and Ashwatthama slays all the Pandava warriors in an orgy of
slaughter. The five Pandava brothers and Draupadi survive miraculously, but all of Draupadi’s
children are killed. Eventually Ashwatthama is punished for his heinous deed—he has to wander



the earth, alone and anonymous, for three thousand years.The only one who rejoices at
Ashwatthama’s act is Dhritarashtra. When the Pandavas come to console the blind king over the
death of his children, Dhritarashtra rises to embrace Bhima, but Krishna, sensing devious
thoughts in the old man, instantly substitutes an iron image of Bhima. The powerfully built king
embraces the statue with all his desperate strength, and crushes it to pieces. (It was Bhima who
had killed his favourite son, Duryodhana.) Despite the enmity, Yudhishthira behaves
magnanimously towards Dhritarashtra after the devastating eighteen-day war.A sense of horror
and melancholy dominates the victors’ mood. Almost everyone is dead and there is no joy in
ruling over an empty kingdom. Yudhishthira, in particular, is inconsolable. Deeply troubled by the
hollowness of a victory which was achieved by crooked means, he decides to abdicate the
throne and retire to the forest—creating a crisis for the state. Bhishma, the patriarch, lectures the
reluctant king on the dharma of a monarch from his bed of arrows. Yudhishthira is gradually
reconciled to the tragedy of war and to his duty of kingship.The end of the epic is a time of
twilight. After ruling for thirty-six years, the Pandavas feel weary and disillusioned. Krishna dies a
banal death. As he is resting on the bank of a river, a hunter mistakes his foot for a bird, killing
him with an arrow. After that the Pandavas decide that it is time to leave the world. They crown
Abhimanyu’s son Parikshit (Arjuna’s grandson) to continue the dynasty at Hastinapura. The five
brothers, along with Draupadi, set out for the ‘city of the gods’ in the Himalayas. On the way, they
fall one by one, except Yudhishthira, who alone reaches heaven.DRAMATIS PERSONAE(In
alphabetical order)Abhimanyu, son of Arjuna and SubhadraAdhiratha, adoptive father of
KarnaArjuna, son of Pandu and Kunti, fathered by the god IndraAshwatthama, son of
DronaBharata, son of Dushyanta and Shakuntala, who gave the name to the dynasty from whom
the Pandavas and the Kauravas are descendedBhima, son of Pandu and Kunti, fathered by
Vayu (the wind god)Bhishma, son of Shantanu and Ganga, great-uncle of the Pandavas and
KauravasDharma, the god Dharma, father of YudhishthiraDhrishtadyumna, son of Drupada,
brother of DraupadiDhritarashtra, father of the Kauravas, husband of Gandhari, brother of
Pandu; fathered by Vyasa by levirate (with Ambika)Draupadi, daughter of Drupada, wife of the
PandavasDrona, teacher of the Pandavas and KauravasDrupada, king of Panchala, father of
Dhrishtadyumna and DraupadiDuhshasana, second son of DhritarashtraDuryodhana, eldest
son and heir of Dhritarashtra; also called SuyodhanaGanga, the river Ganges, mother of
BhishmaGandhari, princess of Gandhara, wife of Dhritarashtra, mother of the
KauravasJanamejaya, great-grandson of Arjuna, at whose snake sacrifice the Mahabharata is
narratedKarna, son of Kunti by the sun god, adopted by the charioteer Adhiratha and
RadhaKaurava, any descendant of Kuru, but specifically the children of DhritarashtraKripa,
teacher of the Kauravas and PandavasKrishna, son of the Vrishni king Vasudeva by Devaki;
brother of Subhadra, Arjuna’s second wifeKunti, Pandu’s wife, mother of the three Pandavas,
Yudhishthira, Arjuna and BhimaKuru, ancestor of the Bharatas, eponym of the KauravasMadri,
Pandu’s second wife, who bore him Nakula and Sahadeva by the Ashvins; she cremated herself
with Pandu, entrusting her children to KuntiNakula, son of Pandu by Madri, fathered by the



AshvinsPandava, the five sons of PanduPandu, father of the Pandavas; husband of Kunti,
brother of Dhritarashtra; fathered by Vyasa by levirate (with Ambalika)Parikshit, son of
Abhimanyu by Uttara; grandson of Arjuna; father of JanamejayaRadha, foster mother of
KarnaSahadeva, youngest of the Pandavas, son of Pandu and Madri; fathered by the
AshvinsShakuni, son of the Gandhara king Subala, brother of Gandhari, maternal uncle of
Duryodhana and the Kauravas; also called SaubalaShantanu, great-grandfather of the
Pandavas and Kauravas; grandfather of Pandu and Dhritarashtra; father of Bhishma (with
Ganga); husband of SatyavatiShikhandi, daughter of Drupada, later became a man; ally of the
PandavasSubhadra, daughter of Vasudeva and sister of Krishna; wife of ArjunaVidura, adviser
to Dhritarashtra, son of Vyasa by a commoner, uncle of the Pandavas and KauravasVikarna, a
son of DhritarashtraVyasa, epithet of Krishna Dvaipayana, legendary author of the Mahabharata:
premarital son of Satyavati; by levirate, father of Dhritarashtra (by Ambika), Pandu (by Ambalika),
and Vidura (by a commoner)Yudhishthira, eldest son of Kunti, fathered by Dharma; heir of
Pandu; also called AjatshatruGENEALOGICAL TABLECHRONOLOGYc. 2500–1500 BC*Indus
Valley civilizationc.1500 BCRig Veda is composedc.1200–900 BCYajur Veda, Sama Veda,
Atharva Vedac.950 BCKurukshetra War in the Mahabharata probably takes placec. 650–400
BCEarly Upanishads are composedc.483 BCDeath of Gautama, the Buddhac.468 BCDeath of
Mahavira, the founder of Jainismc.400 BC–300 ADMahabharata is composed (according to
conventional scholarly wisdom; I prefer the dating of 150 BC–0 AD)c. 300–100 BCDharma texts
(Dharma Sutras) are composed327–25 BCAlexander the Great invades Punjab, Indiac.324
BCChandragupta founds the Maurya dynasty (324–185 BC)c. 265–232 BCAshoka reignsc.200
BC–200 ADRamayana is composedc.185 BCPushyamitra founds the Shunga dynasty (185–73
BC)c.100 AD*Manu composes his famous text on dharmac.320–550 ADGupta dynasty rules
from Pataliputra (Patna)c. 400 ADKalidasa writes the play Shakuntala based on a story in the
Mahabharata788–820 ADShankara, philosopher, writes a commentary on the Gita820–890
ADAnandavardhana, Kashmiri author, comments on the Mahabharata’s aestheticsc.1650–
1670Nilakantha Chaturdhara’s vulgate text and commentary on the
Mahabharata___________________________*Note: Although it is increasingly politically
correct to use BCE/CE instead of BC/AD in textbooks in the USA and UK, I have retained the
old-fashioned (albeit Christian) designation of BC/AD since many readers are still not familiar
with the former. BCE stands for ‘Before Christian Era’ or ‘Before Common Era’ and is a substitute
for BC or ‘Before Christ’. CE stands for ‘Common Era’ or ‘Christian Era’ and replaces AD or
‘Anno Domini’ (‘in the year of the Lord’). Both usages refer to identical dates based on the
globally accepted Gregorian calendar.PRELUDEI take an academic holidayWhat is here is
found elsewhere.What is not here is nowhere.—Mahabharata I.56.34–35In the spring of 2002 I
decided to take an academic holiday. My wife thought it a strange resolve. She was familiar with
our usual holidays, when we armed ourselves with hats and blue guides and green guides and
trudged up and down over piles of temple stones in faraway places like Khajuraho and Angkor
Wat. She also knew of our visits to our beach house near Alibagh, where we went away with a



dozen books and did nothing else but read. But she was puzzled at the prospect of an academic
holiday.As she moved to get up from her chair, I hastened to explain. I had studied philosophy
and read the great books of the West during college. But I had never read the classics of my own
country. The closest I had come was to take Daniel Ingalls’s Sanskrit classes at Harvard as an
undergraduate.1 Now, forty years later, I yearned to go back and read the texts of classical India,
if not in the original, at least with a scholar of Sanskrit nearby. My wife gave me a sceptical look,
and after a pause she said, ‘It’s a little late in the day for a mid-life crisis, isn’t it?’ I looked at her—
she was still a handsome woman with extremely fine skin. ‘Why don’t we go to the Turkish coast
instead?’ she added.After an absorbing career in multinational companies in six countries, I had
taken early retirement at fifty to become a full-time writer. My wife and I had settled in Delhi,
where I began to write a Sunday column for the Times of India and other newspapers. I travelled
widely across the country in the 1990s and from these travels emerged a book, India Unbound.
In it I wrote about India’s economic rise and concluded that it was increasingly possible to
believe that soon, perhaps for the first time in history, Indians would emerge from a struggle
against want into an age when the large majority would be at ease.Prosperity had indeed begun
to spread across India, but goodness had not. I was angered and troubled in early 2009 by a
scandal that posed a challenge to our conception of worldly success. B. Ramalinga Raju had
built through talent, skill and dedication an outstanding and respected software company, and
then committed the greatest fraud in Indian corporate history by swindling his company of Rs
7,136 crore. As a result, the public—both Indian and foreign investors—had lost around Rs
23,000 crore in the value of their shares, and the 50,000 employees of Satyam faced an
uncertain future.I had met Raju ten years earlier. I had looked him in the eye and I had seen
sincerity, competence and great purpose. Soon after, I had run into one of his customers in the
US and she spoke glowingly about Satyam’s dedication to quality, reliability and integrity. There
is no tribute greater than a satisfied, passionate customer, and it explained to my foggy mind, at
least in part, why India had become the world’s second fastest growing economy. Why should a
person of such palpable achievement, who lacked nothing in life, turn to crime? What was the
nature of moral failure in the case of the investment bankers on Wall Street who brought the
world economy to its knees in 2008? Greed is too easy an answer. There must be more to it.I
wondered if the Sanskrit epic, the Mahabharata, held any answers. The epic is obsessed with
questions of right and wrong—it analyses human failures constantly. Unlike the Greek epics,
where the hero does something wrong and gets on with it, the action stops in the Mahabharata
until every character has weighed in on the moral dilemma from every possible angle. In the
Indian epic, harmony and happiness come to a society only through behaviour based on dharma
—a complex word that means variously virtue, duty and law, but is chiefly concerned with doing
the right thing. Would I be able to recover a meaningful ideal of civic virtue from India’s
foundational text?Moral failure pervaded our public life and hung over it like Delhi’s smog. One
out of five members of the Indian parliament elected in 2004 had criminal charges against him.2
A survey by a Harvard professor had found that one out of every four teachers in government



primary schools is absent and one out of four is simply not teaching.3 A World Bank study found
that two out of five doctors do not show up at state primary health centres and that 69 per cent of
their medicines are stolen.4 A cycle rickshaw driver in Kanpur routinely pays a fifth of his daily
earnings in bribes to the police. A farmer cannot hope to get a clear title to his land without
bribing a revenue official and that too after a humiliating ordeal of countless visits to the revenue
office.In despair, I watched teachers—once revered as gurus and moral guides—fail their
students; and political leaders, who had the duty to uphold the law, become lawbreakers. The
abuse of power is a routine matter in the world’s largest democracy, and the entire political class
has united in recent years in order to prevent political and electoral reform. It was an amazing
spectacle to see the country turning middle class alongside the most appalling governance. In
the midst of a booming private economy, Indians despair over the delivery of the simplest public
goods. Social scientists think of governance failures as a problem of institutions, and the
solution, they say, lies in changing the structure of incentives to enhance accountability. True, but
these failings also have a moral dimension.When I announced my plan to spend the next few
years reading the Mahabharata, my mother, who lived 400 km away at her guru’s ashram by the
river Beas, reminded me that my restlessness was not inappropriate to the third stage of the
Hindu life. Called vanaprastha, literally ‘one who goes to the forest’, such a person spends his
time in reflection and searches for life’s meaning. She said that I was suffering from ‘vanaprastha
melancholy’.In the classical Indian way of life, the first stage is brahmacharya—the period of
adolescence when one is a student and celibate. In the worldly second stage, called garhasthya,
‘householder’, a person produces, procreates, provides security for the family while engaging in
worldly pleasure. At the third stage, one begins to disengage from worldly pursuits, and in the
fourth and final stage, sannyasa, one renounces the world in quest of spiritual release from
human bondage.5My mother had commended my decision to take early retirement so that I
might, as she put it, ‘have a rich and prolonged third stage’. Now that I was speaking about
dharma and my restlessness, she insinuated that I had detached myself insufficiently from
worldly concerns. While I was not expected to become a ‘forest-dweller’, she felt that my mental
makeup remained that of a ‘lowly second stage householder’.I explained in my defence that I
was attracted to the old idea of life’s stages partly because the dharma texts recognized the
value of the second stage, which was the indispensable material basis of civilization. It was
important to remember this in a country that has long been mesmerized by the romantic figure of
‘the renouncer’, even before the Buddha came along.6 My mother, however, was spot on in
recognizing ‘my third stage melancholy’. During my second stage, I had felt as though I was
waking up each morning, going to work, and feeding my family—only to repeat it the following
day, as my children would after me and their children after them. What was the point of it all?
Now in my third stage, I wanted to find a better way to live.Meanwhile, my friends and
acquaintances were incredulous. ‘So, what is this I hear about wanting to go away to read old
books?’ one asked me at a dinner party. ‘Don’t tell me you are going to turn religious on us!’
exclaimed another. My wife began to explain my idea of an ‘academic holiday’ to some of the



guests, who reciprocated with suitable looks of sympathy. ‘Tell us, what books are you planning
to read?’ asked a retired civil servant. A self-proclaimed ‘leftist and secularist’, who had once
been a favourite of former prime minister Indira Gandhi, he had the gruff, domineering accent of
an English aristocrat, not surprising in a former civil servant of the old school. I admitted
reluctantly that I had been thinking of reading the Mahabharata, the Manusmriti, the
Kathopanishad perhaps, and . . .‘Good Lord, man!’ he exclaimed. ‘You haven’t turned saffron,
have you?’The remark upset me. Saffron is, of course, the colour of Hindu right-wing
nationalism, and I wondered what sort of secularism is it that regards the reading of Sanskrit
texts as a political act. I was disturbed that I had to fear the intolerance of my ‘secular’ friends as
much as the bigotry of the Hindu Right, which had become a force in Indian politics over the past
two decades with the rise of the Bharatiya Janata Party.‘Why are you going to read them?’ my
persecutor demanded.‘Well, perhaps, to learn to be good,’ I answered with a weak smile.‘No
such thing as Hindu ethics,’ he scoffed. ‘It all comes down to who you are in the pecking order.
Frankly, it is too passive for my taste—all this non-violence business of Gandhi’s. It’s also too
negative—keeping one’s anger in check, not doing wrong, not injuring. Give me Marx any day—
now that is about changing the world!’Surrounded by narrow and rigid positions on both sides, it
was becoming increasingly difficult to be a ‘liberal Hindu’. The extremism of the ‘secularists’ was
a reaction to the intolerance of the Hindu nationalists who regarded Muslims as their natural
enemies. But the contempt of the secularists for religion per se prevented them from gaining
sympathy. What sort of ideas, I wondered, might help to give meaning to life when one is in the
midst of fundamentalist persons of all kinds who believe that they have a monopoly on truth and
some are even willing to kill to prove that?Hinduism is not a ‘religion’ in the usual sense. It is a
civilization based on a simple metaphysical insight about the unity of the individual and the
universe and has self-development as its objective. It employs innovative mental experiments of
yoga that evolved in the first half of the first millennium BC, and does not have the notion of a
‘chosen people’, or a jealous God; it does not proselytize, does not hunt heretics. It could not be
more different from the great Semitic religions—Christianity, Judaism and Islam.7 Hence, I felt I
could interrogate its texts in order to learn to live a secular life in a better way.I was born a Hindu
in the Punjab and had a Hindu upbringing. Like many in the Indian middle class, I went to an
English medium school that gave me a ‘modern education’. Both my grandfathers belonged to
the Arya Samaj, a reformist sect that had come up in the nineteenth century. My ancestors did
not have the living memory of their own political heritage and this must have been difficult. They
had lived under Muslim rulers since the thirteenth century and had regarded political life as
something filled with deprivation and fear. After the Muslims, they saw the rise of the Sikh
kingdom of Ranjit Singh, and after its collapse around 1850, the powerful British arrived with
Christian missionaries in tow. Thus, three powerful, professedly egalitarian and proselytizing
religions surrounded us—Islam, Sikhism and Christianity. As a result, they were eager to receive
the Gujarati reformer Dayanand Saraswati, who established the Arya Samaj. He advocated a
return to the Vedas, a diminished role for brahmins and vigorous social reform. He ‘modernized’



our Hinduism.‘Arya’ in Sanskrit means ‘noble’ among other things. European scholars in the
nineteenth century took this ancient word from the Vedic texts to propagate a racial theory of
‘Aryan’ origins of Hindu culture and society based on a common Indo–European language
system. We, in the new Punjabi middle class, embraced this idea enthusiastically, for it related
us racially to the European Aryans. The Arya Samaj had a positive side in helping to create a
nationalist sentiment among us for freedom and independence from Britain. In contrast, the
invention of an Aryan race in nineteenth century Europe had tragic consequences, culminating
in the ideology of Nazi Germany.8 Half a century after the Second World War, the word ‘Aryan’
evokes repulsive memories of Nazism and is thoroughly discredited in the West. In India,
however, it has been revived, curiously enough, with the rise of Hindu nationalism and the
ascent of the Bharatiya Janata Party.My father, however, turned away from the Arya Samaj and
became a passionate mystic. When he was studying to be an engineer, he was drawn to a kindly
guru, who taught him the bhakti path of direct union with God through devotion and meditation.
The guru belonged to the Radhasoami sect, descended intellectually from the medieval bhakti
and Sufi traditions of Kabir, Nanak, Rumi and Mirabai. My father found his discourses ‘modern’
for they appealed to his rational, engineer’s temper. His own decision, he once told me, was
made in the scientific spirit of Blaise Pascal’s wager. If you believe in God, Pascal had said, and
He turns out to exist, then you have obviously made a good decision; however, if He does not
exist, and you still believe in Him, you haven’t lost anything; but if you don’t believe in Him and he
does exist, then you are in serious trouble.Amidst this, my maternal grandmother remained a
traditional Hindu in Lyallpur, where I was born. Her dressing room was filled with the images of
her many gods, prominent among them being Krishna and Rama, and she would say in the
same breath that there are millions of gods but only one God. Her gods and goddesses were
symbols of reality rather than reality itself (as the theologian Paul Tillich explained to me in a
class at Harvard), and they helped her to reach one God. Her eclecticism did not stop there. She
would visit the Sikh gurdwara on Mondays and Wednesdays, a Hindu temple on Tuesdays and
Thursdays and she saved Saturdays and Sundays for discourses by holy men, including Muslim
pirs, who were forever visiting our town. In between, she made time for Arya Samaj
ceremonies.Amidst this religious chaos I grew up with a liberal attitude that was a mixture of
scepticism and sympathy for the Hindu way of life. One of its attractive features is of multiple
goals to the good life. The first goal is to come to grips with kama, ‘human desire’. I find it
reassuring that pleasure has a valued place in the good life. A second goal is artha, ‘material
well-being’, which makes sense, for how can one be happy in conditions of extreme deprivation?
A third objective of life is dharma or moral well-being. The final goal is moksha, ‘spiritual
liberation’ from our fragmented, finite and suffering existence. I have always felt that Indians are
sensible, like Aristotle, in believing in multiple paths to a flourishing life.When my wife and I
returned from the dinner party, we did what everyone does. We gossiped about who was there,
who said what, and to whom. I was still smarting from the remark about Hindutva, and I burst out
accusingly, ‘I wish you hadn’t blabbered about my plans! You know what people are like—half of



Delhi will be talking about it in twenty-four hours!’Soon I calmed down, though, and realized that
many Indians thought of classical Sanskrit texts either in religious or political terms. Mine,
however, was a project in self-cultivation. I wanted to know how to live my life and I had a feeling
that the answer might lie in examining the four ends of life. My first book, India Unbound, had
examined the second goal of artha; the next one would be about dharma. I began to feel more
secure about my endeavour—less concerned with what others would say or think about it. My
wife also turned out to be a good sport, and began to see our ‘academic holiday’ as an
opportunity to attend lectures on Renaissance painting and Chinese ceramics while I went off to
read the Sanskrit texts. So, in the fall of 2002, we found ourselves at the University of Chicago.I
was an implausible student—a husband, a father of two grown-up boys, and a taxpayer with
considerably less hair than his peers. Wintry and windy Chicago also seemed an unusual choice
for ‘a forest-dweller’ at life’s third stage. The city of Benares, the home of classical learning in
north India, would have been a more conventional choice. But I did not want to escape into ‘our
great classical past’. I wanted to learn about that past with full consciousness of the present—
and also to learn something about the present in encountering the past.9 Sanskrit pandits in
Benares seemed to me impossibly rigid and they would not have approved of my desire to
‘interrogate’ the texts.It was a stray remark by the poet A.K. Ramanujan that finally pushed me to
Chicago. ‘If you don’t experience eternity at Benares,’ he said, ‘you will at Regenstein.’ He was
referring to the Regenstein Library with its fabulous collection of South Asian texts under the
able stewardship of Jim Nye. Chicago was a logical choice. The University of Chicago had four
Sanskrit scholars—two big names, Sheldon Pollock and Wendy Doniger, both students of
Ingalls, and Sanskrit-knowing Buddhist scholars like Steve Collins, Mathew Kapstein and Dan
Arnold.I had two criteria in mind in selecting a reading list. I wanted a text from each of the major
genres and I wanted it to illuminate one of the four aims of life. When it came to desire,
Kamasutra, the text on erotic love and sex, was the obvious choice. The Arthashastra, a text of
politics and economics, would help me with the second goal of artha. In the epic genre, I chose
the Mahabharata because of dharma—its heroes were more human and fallible, unlike the
Ramayana. The Upanishads were the clear choice for studying the fourth end of moksha. In my
second year I planned to read the Manusmriti, the law book by Manu, which tries to reconcile the
first three ends. The stories from the Kathasaritsagara would instruct me on how to live. To
understand yoga, I would read the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. If there was time, Kalidasa’s
Shakuntala would be my drama text.I wanted to read the texts in Sanskrit, but that would have
needed a lifetime—given my shallow grasp of the language. I was hungry and impatient. So, I
decided on the next best course. I would arrive early in the morning at Regenstein and follow the
drill I had learned from Daniel Ingalls. I would pull out from the shelf a volume of the
Mahabharata’s Critical Edition. With Whitney’s grammar on my right and Apte’s dictionary on my
left, I would read a small passage. It was hard labour, but Wendy Doniger consoled me, saying:
‘Reading Sanskrit is good for the soul.’ I would tire after an hour or so, and then I would turn to
van Buitenen’s translation and read it for the rest of the morning. If I had a doubt, I would go back



to the original. It was an unhurried pursuit. I did not want information. I wanted to be cultivated,
and thus I read at leisure with lingering appreciation.By the end of my first year, I had become
dangerously addicted to the Mahabharata and had fallen hopelessly behind in the rest of my
reading. The epic is a splendid and moving story, exciting, ironic and witty, and with a cast of
characters that I became increasingly attached to. I was also intrigued by its boast:What is here
is found elsewhere.What is not here is nowhere.10In the summer I returned to India and went to
visit my mother. On the way the train stopped at a sleepy station, about a hundred miles north of
Delhi. I stepped on to the platform and discovered that this was no ordinary station—it was
historic Kurukshetra, where the Mahabharata’s futile war of annihilation had been fought. In the
burning heat of the summer afternoon, I began to imagine the brutal magnificence of the raging,
ruthless battles. I saw a dithering Arjuna, the greatest warrior of his age, put down his Gandiva
bow and refuse to fight—leaving his debonair and confident charioteer, Krishna, who is also
God, with a problem on his hands. I visualized ruthless Drona grinding the exhausted Pandava
armies into the dust. Suddenly he turns anxiously to his pupil, Yudhishthira, to ask if the rumour
about his son’s death is true. Yudhishthira—who had never spoken false—tells a white lie and
his fabulous chariot, which always travelled slightly above the ground, sinks into the dust. The
train began to move and I jumped in. As I settled back, I felt that the epic might indeed have
something to teach me about the right way to live in the world.The Mahabharata tells the story of
a futile and terrible war of annihilation between the children of two brothers of the Bharata family.
The rival cousins, the Kauravas and the Pandavas, both lay claim to the throne. To resolve the
feud, the kingdom is divided, but the jealous Kauravas are not content, and plot to usurp the
other half of the kingdom through a rigged game of dice. Yudhishthira, the eldest Pandava, loses
everything in the game—his kingdom, his brothers, his wife and, indeed, himself—to his rival
Duryodhana. Yudhishthira’s wife, Queen Draupadi, is dragged before Duryodhana in the
assembly of the nobles, where his brother Duhshasana tries to strip her:When her dress was
being stripped off, lord of the people, another one appeared every time. A terrible roar went up
from all the kings, a shout of approval, as they watched that greatest wonder on the earth . . . [In
the end] a pile of clothes was heaped up in the middle of the hall, when Duhshasana, tired and
ashamed, at last desisted and sat down.11With this act of ‘cosmic justice’, the assembly should
have been forced to confront the question of dharma, the central problem of the Mahabharata.
But the elders fail to address it, and the failure hangs over the entire epic, leading to a
destructive and terrible war between the rivals.Dharma, the word at the heart of the epic, is in
fact untranslatable. Duty, goodness, justice, law and custom all have something to do with it, but
they all fall short. Dharma refers to ‘balance’—both moral balance and cosmic balance. It is the
order and balance within each human being which is also reflected in the order of the cosmos.
Dharma derives from the Sanskrit root dhr, meaning to ‘sustain’.12 It is the moral law that
sustains society, the individual and the world. In the dharma texts, it commonly means the whole
range of duties incumbent on each individual according to his varna, ‘status’, or ashrama, ‘stage
of life’.13 The Mahabharata, however, will also challenge this latter meaning. This conceptual



difficulty, such complexity, is part of the point.14 Indeed, the Mahabharata is in many ways an
extended attempt to clarify just what dharma is—that is, what exactly should we do when we are
trying to be good in the world.When I began my quest for dharma, I did not imagine that I would
be undertaking an enterprise quite so bizarre. I tried to picture the look of shocked
incomprehension on Yudhishthira’s face when he loses his kingdom and his wife in the dice
game and this happens at the very moment of his greatest triumph when he is consecrated ‘king
of kings’. He could only suppose that his world had gone awry. Gradually, I began to realize that
the dice game may be symbolic of the quixotic, vulnerable human condition in which one knows
not why one is born, when one will die, and why one faces reverses on the way. The only thing
certain, the Mahabharata tells us, is that kala (time or death) is ‘always cooking us’.15In this
cauldron fashioned from delusion, with the sun as fire and day and night as kindling wood, the
months and seasons as the ladle for stirring, Time (or Death) cooks all beings: this is the simple
truth.16Could one depend on dharma to protect one in this uncertain world? If so, how does a
person go about finding dharma? In a life and death debate with the Yaksha, a tree spirit, who
controls the waters of a lake, thirsty Yudhishthira is asked this very question. The right answer
will save him and his brothers; the wrong answer will mean their death. He tells the Yaksha that
in seeking dharma ‘reason is of limited use for it is without foundation;17 neither are the sacred
texts helpful as they are at odds with one another; nor is there a single sage whose opinion
could be considered authoritative. The truth about dharma is hidden in a cave.’18To help me to
search in this cave, I had to depend on a gambling addict and a loser. A curious choice for a
guide, you might think. Yudhishthira is so fraught with frailties to be almost an ‘un-hero’. His
world is off balance and the god, Krishna, ‘constantly feeds this imbalance, fostering
disorder’.19 Although he is a warrior, he lacks physical prowess, distrusts martial values and
feels helpless. What redeems him, however, is that he insists on not being anything other than
himself. Alone, he confronts the possibility that the universe might not care about
dharma.Originally, the epic set out to narrate a tale of triumph but, in fact, ended in telling a story
of defeat. Early versions of the epic used to go by the name Jaya, meaning ‘victory’, and the
bard, it seems, did want to narrate a story of triumph. Indeed, the epic announces
unambiguously at the beginning of Book One:The king who seeks conquest should listen to this
history named Jaya for he will conquer the whole earth and defeat his enemies.20I felt
something was clearly wrong when the epic begins with a remarkable murderous rite performed
by King Janamejaya, the great-grandson of the valiant hero of the Mahabharata, Arjuna. He is
holding a sacrifice to kill all the world’s snakes in order to avenge his father, Parikshit, who has
been killed by a snake.21 Not a promising start for a heroic epic. The story is also wacky—it is
about a war between the ‘children of a blind pretender fighting the sons of a man too frail to risk
the act of coition’.22 The winner of the war is reluctant, pacific Yudhishthira, who does not want
to fight but who, in fact, gives the order for the war to begin. Then he goes on to win the war, not
by skill and excellence but by deception and trickery. After the bloody victory, he suffers
inconsolably and bitterly, his mind in torment, consumed by guilt and shame for what has



happened:I have conquered this whole earth . . . But ever since finishing this tremendous
extermination of my kinsmen, which was ultimately caused by my greed, a terrible pain aches in
my heart without stopping . . . This victory looks more like defeat to me.23The victory ‘looks more
like defeat’ to Yudhishthira because he is left wondering what the ridiculous war has been all
about. They try to calm his burning grief but not very convincingly. Yudhishthira has seen through
the disturbing chaos of the world—too much envy, hypocrisy, greed, ego and revenge on one
side, and too much deceit on the other and instigated by no less than Krishna, the God.24
Yudhishthira’s mournful regret at the war’s end is the all-too-familiar sadness for the defective
human condition. The Mahabharata is a profoundly ironic text with a ‘very modern sense of the
absurd’.25Yudhishthira persists in his Faustian search for dharma until the end. He hopes to find
goodness in heaven but he encounters the villainous Duryodhana instead. In hell, he finds his
virtuous wife and his brothers rather than the wicked. The old look of incomprehension appears
on his face, which reminded me of Sisyphus, the Greek hero, who was punished for betraying
secrets of the gods to men, and who was condemned to push a huge rock up a hill. Each time
he nears the peak, the stone rolls down to the bottom and Sisyphus must begin all over again.
Yudhishthira has the same look on his face as Sisyphus when he sees the rock rolling back
down. It is the realization that life may well be absurd and futile.I had hoped that my search for
dharma might help to lift me out of my own third stage melancholy. For thirty years I had gone to
work each morning. I had fed and looked after my family. My wife and I had raised two children.
Gradually, I had moved up the corporate hierarchy with higher pay and more responsibility. At
fifty, I asked myself, what had I really achieved? What had all this been for? Is this all there was
to life?I had been tremendously competitive throughout my corporate life, but I could not
reconcile to my boss’s view, who felt ‘it is not enough to do well. Someone has to lose, and you
must be the one to win’. Duryodhana would have approved of my boss’s big-chested sentiments,
but I wondered, once one’s youth, vigour and the thrill of winning are gone, what happens then?
How long could an adult be expected to be motivated by a 0.5 per cent gain in the monthly
market share of Vicks Vaporub or Pampers? I felt weary by the time I was fifty, and it was this
feeling of futility that drove me, in part, to early retirement. My kshatriyalike craving to win was
disappearing and my job had begun to resemble the futile labours of Yudhishthira. I identified
with Karna’s sense of mortality in the Mahabharata, who says, ‘I see it now: this world is swiftly
passing.’26Thoughts such as these—of life’s futility, of one’s mortality, and the relentless
passage of time—tend to drive one to religion. Instead, they made me ask, like Iris Murdoch, if
virtue is the main thing of worth in our life.27 The familiar pain of being alive and being human
made me admire Yudhishthira’s commitment to dharma all the more—to satya, ‘truth’, ahimsa,
‘non-violence’ and anrishamsya, ‘compassion’.28 I wondered if acts of goodness might be one
of the very few things of genuine worth in this world, and might give meaning to my life.In my
second year of study, I focused more and more on the Mahabharata. My other readings suffered
but this book began to take shape. I realized that each major hero in the epic embodies a striking
virtue or a failing—and the hero’s story is an attempt to clarify this moral idea, whose



significance goes well beyond the narrative to the very heart of dharma. Duryodhana has many
flaws, but the driving one is envy, and in Chapter 1, I examine this destructive vice in our private
and public lives. Arjuna’s despair over killing his kinsmen is a celebrated protest against war in
Chapter 4, and I raise the question if it is possible to have ‘just’ wars. Bhishma’s selflessness in
Chapter 5 made me wonder if it is possible for a human being to ‘be intent on the act and not its
fruits’; I asked myself if a person’s ego could shrink that far—in other words, is karma yoga as
hopelessly idealistic as Marx’s notion of equality? Karna’s anxiety over his social position in
Chapter 6 trumps his finer qualities and made me think about the place of inequality and caste in
human society. Ashwatthama’s awful revenge in Chapter 8 set me thinking about forgiveness
and retributive justice in our lives. Yudhishthira’s remorse after the war in Chapter 9 made me
examine the related ideas of grief, reconciliation and non-violence. And so on. As I pored over
the narrative of each hero, I realized that my own understanding of dharma was growing deeper.
To the sceptical reader, I might suggest dipping into Chapter 4 or 6 to get a quick idea about
what I am doing in this book, although my favourites are Chapter 5 and 10.The Mahabharata is
unique in engaging with the world of politics. India’s philosophical traditions have tended to
devalue the realm of human action, which is supposed to deal with the world of ‘appearances’,
not of reality or of the eternal soul. Indeed, a central episode in the epic dramatizes the choice
between moral purity and human action. King Yudhishthira feels guilty after the war for ‘having
killed those who ought not to be killed’. He feels trapped between the contradictory pulls of ruling
a state and of being good, and wants to leave the world to become a non-violent ascetic. To
avert a crisis of the throne, the dying Bhishma, his grandfather, tries to dissuade him, teaching
him that the dharma of a political leader cannot be moral perfection. Politics is an arena of force.
An upright statesman must learn to be prudent and follow a middle path. A king must wield
danda, ‘the rod of force’, embodied in retributive justice in order to protect the innocent.29The
Mahabharata is suspicious of ideology. It rejects the idealistic, pacifist position of Yudhishthira as
well as Duryodhana’s amoral view. Its own position veers towards the pragmatic evolutionary
principle of reciprocal altruism: adopt a friendly face to the world but do not allow yourself to be
exploited. Turning the other cheek sends a wrong signal to cheats. With my background in
Western philosophy, I was tempted to view the ideas of the epic, especially dharma, from a
modern viewpoint. More than once I had to warn myself to beware of transposing contemporary
ideas on to another historical context, but I am not sure I succeeded in this.30I sometimes
wonder why a pre-modern text like the Mahabharata ought to matter in our postmodern world.
What sort of meaning does the past hold for us? What is the relationship between the original
historical meaning of the text (assuming we can discover it) and its meaning to our present
times? Take, for example, the game of dice. If the episode is merely an enactment of an ancient
ritual then it obviously has limited moral significance. But the Mahabharata seeks other
explanations, for example, in Yudhishthira’s weakness for gambling, which suggests that the
epic believes that the game does have moral meaning. The point is that we should not be guilty
of reading too much ‘into’ the text, but try to read ‘out’ as much as we can for our lives. There



may also be more than one meaning. I find myself sometimes using expressions such as: ‘What
is the epic telling us?’ The fact is that the epic may be saying a multiplicity of things to different
readers at different times in history. There is no one meaning. Hence, one should not expect too
much coherence in it, especially when it comes to the ambiguous and even unsolvable nature of
political power. The good news is that it is perfectly permissible to interrogate the text as I have
done, and the Mahabharata would even applaud it.31Of course, the Mahabharata is also a
thrilling story. I wanted to share my excitement of the narrative—its simple and direct language
comes through even in translation. As I pick up the thread of the story in each chapter, I quote
extensively in order to give the reader a ‘feel’ for the text. I also follow the epic’s example: I stop
the action from time to time in order to examine more closely the moral idea that the action has
thrown up, trying to understand how the idea relates to our daily lives in both a personal and a
broader social and political sense. For the reader’s convenience, I have provided a summary of
the central story at the beginning of the book, as well as a dramatis personae and a tree of the
Bharata family. I have also narrated the story of the historical evolution of the word dharma at the
end of the book. The Mahabharata winds its way leisurely, with a steady aim, through masses of
elaborate treatises on law, philosophy, religion, custom, even geography and cosmography,
together with a formidable array of episodes and legends, piled up at various distances along its
course.32Interwoven with the main events of the narrative are fascinating subplots: the romance
of Nala and Damayanti, written with such simplicity that I was able to read it in my first year
Sanskrit class with Daniel Ingalls; the legend of Savitri, whose devotion to her dead husband
persuades Yama, the god of death, to restore him to life; descriptions of places of pilgrimage;
and many other myths and legends. Indeed, the Mahabharata is a virtual encyclopaedia of
ancient India. It is an important source of information about the life of the times and the evolution
of Hinduism and the influence of Buddhism.33 Thus, it is said, ‘the Mahabharata is not a text but
a tradition’.The clash of ideas is especially dramatic and noisy in India, a country where cultural
memories are preserved with more loyalty and steadfastness than almost anywhere else. The
centuries during which the epic took shape were a period of transition from the religion of Vedic
sacrifice to the sectarian, internalized worship of later Hinduism, and different sections of the
poem express varying and sometimes contradictory beliefs. Clashes in India do not lead to
rejections or radical reversals but result in accretions and steady proliferation. This is the
synthetic Indian way. The epic has been retold in written and oral vernacular versions throughout
South and Southeast Asia and has always enjoyed immense popularity.34 Its various incidents
have been portrayed in Indian miniature paintings and in sculpted relief in temples across India
and far away in Borobudur in Indonesia and Angkor Wat in Cambodia.The entire Mahabharata is
made up of almost 100,000 couplets—its length is seven times that of the Iliad and the Odyssey
combined—divided into eighteen parvans or ‘books’.35 Its author is said to be the sage Vyasa
(literally ‘the compiler’), who appears as a character in the poem. More likely it was composed by
a great number of bardic poets and revised by priests who added substantially to the ever-
expanding text over a long period and was passed on for generations by oral tradition.



Professional sutas, ‘bards’, were the original poets and singers when Brahminism had not
separated its priest caste greatly from other Aryans. The brahmin redaction, which is all that now
remains, took its present form between 200 BC and AD 200.’36 Comparing over a hundred
different versions from different parts of the country, Sanskrit scholars in the twentieth century
published a Critical Edition of the epic under V.S. Sukthankar’s leadership at the Bhandarkar
Oriental Research Institute in Pune.37Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey have invited many acts of
homage from translators in many languages. John Keats, the English poet, was so taken with an
Elizabethan verse translation of ‘deep-browed’ Homer that he published a sonnet in its honour,
entitled ‘On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer’. It had left him with a combined sense of
shock and uplift, and he felt like:some watcher of the skiesWhen a new planet swims into his
ken.The Mahabharata has not been so fortunate. It has had no Chapman, no Lattimore. The only
full-scale English translation is by K.M. Ganguly from the late nineteenth century and it is ‘grating
and refractory’. The University of Chicago Press’s project remains incomplete, although a fine
translation of Books 11 and 12 by James Fitzgerald has appeared recently in a fourth volume.
There is hope of a new translation of the epic in a beautiful parallel text (Sanskrit/English) edition
on paper of rare quality in the Clay Sanskrit Library (CSL). Ten volumes have appeared, of which
my favourites are the battle books, translated by Vaughan Pilikian (Drona), Adam Bowles
(Karna) and Justin Meiland (Shalya).For the beginner the short prose versions into English by
R.K. Narayan or C.V. Narasimhan are a good place to start. They capture the weft and warp of
the story, although neither has the majestic music of the original in the same way as Pilikian’s
poetic translation of the Drona (CSL) or W.J. Johnson’s verse version of the tenth book,
Sauptikaparvan.The Mahabharata is about our incomplete lives, about good people acting
badly, about how difficult it is to be good in this world. It turned out to be a fine guide in my quest
to make some sort of sense out of life at its third stage. I set out with the assumption that ‘nature
does not give a man virtue; the process of becoming a good man is an art’. I am not sure if the
Mahabharata has taught me the art of which Seneca speaks. If anything it has probably made
me more ambivalent. Even at the end, the Pandava heroes are still looking for dharma which is
hidden in a cave.Nevertheless, although human perfection may be illusory, dharma may be
‘subtle’, and there are limits to what moral education can achieve, the epic leaves one with the
confidence that it is in our nature also to be good. This thought more than any other helped to
assuage my ‘third stage melancholy’. The Mahabharata believes that our lives should not have
to be so cruel and humiliating. This explains its refrain, ‘dharma leads to victory!’ Although it is
spoken with irony at times, the epic genuinely desires that our relationships be more honest and
fair. Since the epic is a narrative, the personal viewpoint dominates. But the story stops often
enough when the impersonal viewpoint takes over. Goethe pointed out long ago that the
impersonal viewpoint within us produces a desire for goodness, fairness and equality, while the
personal one wishes the opposite, seeking only one’s own gain, often at the expense of
others.38 This conflict between our divided selves underlies the dilemmas that are faced both by
the epic’s heroes and by us. Hence, it leaves us with an ‘awareness of the possibilities of



life’.39My academic holiday turned out to be a much-needed corrective to my stereotypical view
of the ‘spirituality’ of India in contrast to the ‘rationality’ of the West.40 From the beginning, the
West has sought for what was ‘wondrous in the East’ and it seemed to find it in India’s religious
and spiritual identity. This focus on the exotic neglected the ‘deep-seated heterogeneity of Indian
traditions’.41 Indians, for their part, have been happy to embrace this self-image of ‘spirituality’
as a way to recover their self-esteem after long years of colonial history. It makes them feel
superior to the ‘materialistic’ West. But they have paid a price. In their obsession with moksha,
the ‘spiritual’ end, they sometimes lose sight these days of the three worldly goals—dharma,
artha, and kama—which are needed to lead a more balanced life. These are the very pursuits
that the Mahabharata commends to its listeners:When this great incomparable tale,
esteemedBy dispassionate men of wide erudition,Is studied in detail, their spreading insightInto
the three pursuits will conquer the earth.421DURYODHANA’S ENVY‘What man of mettle will
stand to see hisrivals prosper and himself decline?’Why should one like you envy
Yudhishthira? . . . Be content with what you have, stay with your own dharma—that is the way to
happiness.—Dhritarashtra to Duryodhana,Mahabharata II.5.3, 61‘I am scorched by envy’The
Mahabharata is set in and around Hastinapura, ‘city of the elephant’, in the fertile region around
modern-day Delhi. It is the story of the rivalry between cousins, the Pandavas and the Kauravas,
who are descended from King Bharata. The Pandavas are the five sons of the pale and sickly
Pandu; the Kauravas are the hundred sons of his blind brother, Dhritarashtra. The conflict begins
when Dhritarashtra, the elder of the two princes, is passed over as king because of blindness.
Pandu assumes power. But Pandu has been cursed to die if he has sex. So, he turns to niyoga—
employing a surrogate to obtain an heir. In this way, Pandu has five sons from his two wives—
Yudhishthira, Bhima, Arjuna, Nakula and Sahadeva. After a series of wars, he renounces the
throne to become a religious hermit—leaving blind Dhritarashtra to rule the imperial city.Soon
there is rivalry over the succession. Prince Duryodhana, the eldest son of Dhritarashtra, disputes
the right of the eldest Pandava, Yudhishthira, to take over the throne. Angry and vengeful,
Duryodhana threatens, abuses, and attempts to assassinate the Pandavas, who are forced to
flee the kingdom. During their exile the five brothers jointly marry Princess Draupadi and meet
their cousin Krishna, who is God, and who becomes their friend and companion for life.In the
hope of stopping the conflict between the cousins, Dhritarashtra divides the kingdom, giving the
barren half to the Pandavas. Despite their disadvantages, the accomplished Pandavas work
hard, clear a forest to live in, and prosper. They rule justly and expand their territories through
conquests and alliances, and they build a striking, grand capital called Indraprastha, which
some archaeologists believe is buried under present-day Delhi. Soon they are widely
acknowledged to have become the paramount power, and the Kauravas grow jealous again.To
commemorate his rise to imperial power, Yudhishthira performs rajasuya, the ancient ceremony
of consecration. Dozens of rulers come laden with expensive gifts to acknowledge his imperial
claim. Duryodhana comes as well to participate in his cousin’s festivities. As a close relative, he
has been assigned, illadvisedly it turns out, the responsibility of overseeing the collection of



tribute.We join the action in Book Two of the Mahabharata as Prince Duryodhana is returning
home from the grand and opulent ceremony, accompanied by his uncle, Shakuni Saubala. He is
sulking as he remembers his humiliation when he fell into the pool in the amazing palace of the
Pandavas.He thought it was land and fell into the water with his clothes on . . . Mighty Bhimasena
saw him that way, as did Arjuna and the twins, and they burst out laughing. A choleric man, he
did not suffer their mockery; to save face he did not look at them.2‘Scorched by envy’ of his
cousin Yudhishthira, Duryodhana is sunk in gloomy thought.3 Seeing him thus, Shakuni asks,
‘What is the reason that you travel with so many sighs?’4 Duryodhana replies:I saw the earth
entire under Yudhishthira’s sway, conquered by the majesty of the weapons of the great spirited
Arjuna. I saw their grand sacrifice, Uncle . . . Rancour has filled me, and burning day and night I
am drying up like a shrunken pond in the hot season.5The memory of ‘those manifold riches
which the kings heaped’ upon Yudhishthira as they ‘waited upon him like tax-paying commoners’
makes him prey to envy.6 He says:For what man of mettle in this world will have patience when
he sees his rivals prosper and himself decline? . . . When I see their fortune and that splendid
hall and the mockery of the guards, I burn as if with fire.7Shakuni consoles him, saying that it is
useless to brood over the good fortune of his cousins. They cannot be defeated in battle; they
are far superior warriors, and have made important alliances which give them immense power.
One needs clever means. Shakuni suggests a gambling match.[Yudhishthira] loves to gamble
but does not know how to play. If the lordly king is challenged he will not be able to resist. I am a
shrewd gambler, and I don’t have any match on earth . . . Challenge him to a game of dice . . . I
will [play on your behalf and] defeat him.8Duryodhana likes the idea, and together they hatch a
conspiracy. He asks his uncle to work on his father. Thus, a few days later king Dhritarashtra
summons his son:My son, what is the reason that you are so sorely aggrieved? Shakuni here
tells me that you looked pale and yellow and wan and that you are brooding . . . You wear fine
clothes, you eat [the best of] meats, purebred horses carry you. [You have] costly beds and
charming women, well-appointed houses and all the recreation you want . . . Why do you pine,
my son?9Duryodhana tells his father that these pleasures do not satisfy him for he bears an
awesome grudge against his more successful cousin. ‘Having seen the all-surpassing wealth of
the Pandava, I find no peace in my burning heart,’ he says. Words come cheaply to the blind
king, and he counsels his son to abide by the dharma of the kshatriya, behave and fight
honourably, and not pursue wealth.Do not hate the Pandavas! One who hates takes on as much
grief as in death. Why should one like you envy Yudhishthira, a simple man who has the same
goals as you, the same friends, and does not hate you? Why do you, my son, a prince, his equal
in birth and prowess, covet your brother’s fortune . . . Be content with what you have, stay with
your own dharma—that way lies happiness.10Duryodhana counters his father with the big-
chested ethic of the warrior, which is to put down his enemies before they become dangerous,
and to win at any cost. That is the true dharma of the kshatriya, he says.Low is the man, they say,
who is incapable of indignation . . . Discontent is at the root of prosperity. That is why I want to be
dissatisfied. Only he who reaches for the heights, king, is the ultimate politician. Should we not



pursue selfish ways when we have power or are rich?11Duryodhana, thus, makes a virtue of his
envy, cloaking it in a philosophy of egoism and the amoral pursuit of power:No one, lord of the
people, is born anyone’s enemy . . . If one watches in his folly the rise of his enemy’s side, the
other will cut his root, like a swelling disease. An enemy, however tiny, whose might grows on
and [who eventually] destroys one, is like an anthill [who] destroys the tree . . . As long as I fail to
recover the power from the Pandavas I shall be in danger.12Gradually he succeeds in
persuading his father, who has always had a weakness for his eldest son. The king summons his
counsellor and half-brother, Vidura, before whom he disguises his decision as an act of fate. ‘It is
ordained,’ he says, and commands him to go and invite Yudhishthira for a ‘friendly game of dice’.
Vidura is not taken in by this hypocritical talk. He is hugely distressed, and leaves dejectedly on
his mission.Yudhishthira smells trouble as soon as he receives the invitation. He knows that
Shakuni cheats. But he cannot refuse his uncle, who is like a father to him. He says:It sounds like
the most dangerous dice players will be there, sure to resort to tricks and deceit . . . [But] I shall
not refuse to play dice at Dhritarashtra’s command; a son must respect his father . . . I shall not
be able to refuse; that is my eternal vow.13Besides, a game of dice is part of the ritual of imperial
consecration, required of the king in the Vedic rajasuya ceremony. So, Yudhishthira agrees
reluctantly, knowing that disaster awaits.14Indeed, the game of dice is a grand affair in a
specially built hall of a thousand pillars adorned by gems and filled with kings and noblemen.
Duryodhana announces that his uncle Shakuni will play on his behalf. It is clear to Yudhishthira
that the ‘friendly game of dice’ is, in fact, a duel, but he cannot refuse a challenge and must
stand by his word, even when the challenge is dodgy.They begin to play. Starting modestly with
a handful of pearls, the stakes rise quickly. Yudhishthira slowly slips into a gambler’s frenzy, blind
to the consequences, forgetting himself. He hears only the clatter of the rolling dice, followed by
Shakuni’s chant, ‘Won!’ and cheers from the Kauravas’ side. He begins to lose, and lose
consistently. By the end of round ten, halfway through the game, he has lost pearls, gold, his
finely caparisoned chariot, a thousand elephants, choice horses, male and female slaves, and
an army of chariots and charioteers.Vidura, standing beside King Dhritarashtra, sees disaster
ahead. He tries to stop the game. Appealing to the blind king to give up his son’s cause for the
greater good of the kingdom, he argues:To save the family, abandon an individual. To save the
village, abandon a family; to save the country, abandon a village. To save the soul, abandon the
earth.15But the hypocritical king is so delighted at seeing his son winning, he ignores his
counsellor. Shakuni prods his rival to keep playing. Yudhishthira knows that Shakuni is cheating,
but he is spellbound. Besides, to pull out now would be dishonourable. Thus, the game enters a
crucial stage. In the next four throws Yudhishthira loses all his wealth and his kingdom. Then he
stakes his brothers one by one and loses them. Finally, he loses himself and becomes a slave of
Duryodhana. Shakuni says:There is only your precious queen left, and there is also one throw of
the dice remaining. Stake her and win yourself [and all you have lost] back with
her.16Yudhishthira agrees, saying ‘I play you for her’. Feelings of revulsion and horror fill the
assembly hall. The elders, in dismay, break into a sweat. Vidura buries his face in his hands.



Only King Dhritarashtra is exhilarated. No one dares to stop the ‘universal sovereign’ from
wagering his queen. Shakuni throws the dice and cries out joyfully, ‘We have won!’‘A friendly
game of dice’‘So much for a friendly game of dice!’17 Although most of us do not go about
trapping our neighbours in dice games, we do suffer universally from envy. I don’t know anyone
who is immune. Even as a child I remember envy used to make my world rotten. It has the
terrible ability to wreak damage in public life as well, leaving everyone worse off. It was envy of
the Jews which led, in part, to the Holocaust during World War II. In socialist societies, it is often
behind extortionate tax rates. So, it is a good place to begin my dharma quest.But before that I
want to address a question that has been nagging at me—why did Yudhishthira agree to play
this disastrous game, especially when he knew that Shakuni was a far better player and also
cheated? It is not clear from the text if Shakuni cheated that day, but he had earlier confided in
Duryodhana, ‘I shall cheat him, my lord, win and seize his celestial fortune. Summon
him!’18Shakuni is confident that Yudhishthira will not refuse to play because he had taken an
oath. The sage Vyasa, the narrator of the epic, had warned Yudhishthira during his royal
consecration ceremony: ‘At the end of thirteen years, bull of Bharatas, the entire race of
kshatriyas will be wiped out and you will be the instrument of their destruction.’19 As soon as he
heard this, Yudhishthira grew depressed. He naively vowed not to say ‘no’, nor to refuse
anything, hoping in this way to avoid conflict with others, and thus, to ‘blunt the edge of fate’. It
turned out, of course, to be a ruinous vow, for it gave Duryodhana and Shakuni the confidence to
challenge him, knowing that he would not refuse.A second explanation for his ruinous decision
is that Yudhishthira knows that he is expected to play dice as a part of the ancient Vedic rajasuya
ritual to consecrate him ‘universal sovereign’.20 The purpose of this ancient ritual was to re-
create a social and cosmic order, heralding the ‘birth’ of the king.21 The ritual game reproduces
in miniature the model of the cosmos, allowing the players to fashion the cosmos in the right
manner. The four sides of the dice also symbolize the four Ages. The king is the maker of the
Age, and the ceremonial dice game played at his consecration, like the gambling of Shiva in
mythology, determines what kind of cosmic age will come up next—a Golden Age or the
degraded Kali Age. The fate of the world, thus, hangs on this game of dice.22 However, it is
purely a ritual according to the manuals of the brahmins, and not this perversion that the epic
dramatizes.A third and simpler explanation is that Yudhishthira was addicted to gambling.
Shakuni says that he ‘loves to play but has little skill’.23 In the next book of the epic, Yudhishthira
will, indeed, confess to this weakness. And later, when the Pandavas are in disguise, he will play
a gambling instructor to the king of Virata. Still, it is hard to believe that this most moral of human
beings, incapable of telling a lie, cannot resist the sound of dice like the proverbial gambler of
the Rig Veda: ‘When I swear I will not play with them, I am left behind by my friends as they
depart. But when the brown dice raise their voice as they are thrown down, I run at once to
rendezvous with them, like a woman to her lover.’24If Yudhishthira knew his weakness, why did
he allow himself to get into a situation that could escalate into tragedy? Plato thought it was
impossible for rational beings to do wrong knowingly.25 But Aristotle disagreed, and he felt that



Plato’s view contradicted the observed facts about ordinary human beings. He believed that a
person may have the knowledge but may not use it.26 Indian thinkers seem to have shared
Aristotle’s practical view. They believed that ‘people do, in fact, act against their moral
convictions and this is an unhappy fact about ourselves’.27Games have been used throughout
history to understand human behaviour and even to help unravel moral dilemmas.28 In this
particular game everything seems to have gone wrong. The king was expected to preside over a
ritual and not become a player in the gambling duel. It was in the wrong place—it should have
been held in Yudhishthira’s own assembly hall in the Pandavas’ city of Indraprastha, not in the
Kauravas’ city of Hastinapura. According to the ritual, the king ought to have been ceremonially
installed on a throne, after taking ‘three Vishnu steps’. In the Vedic ceremony, the king takes a
step ‘in each of the five directions’ to legitimize the physical battles over space that had been
won by Arjuna, Bhima and the other Pandavas.29What then is one to make of this dice game
which was meant to create order but is destroying it? Is it a signal to the audience that the world
of the Mahabharata has gone awry? It has become vishama, ‘uneven’, and even the god
Krishna’s attempts to ‘even’ it will only ‘make it spiral downwards to destruction’.30 Most of the
characters in the epic hope that dharma will help to even it.The loaded game of dice is a
metaphor for the vulnerable human life in which death and kala, ‘time’, inevitably triumph. The
Mahabharata keeps reminding us that kala is always ‘cooking’ us.31 In an essay, David
Shulman, the Sanskrit scholar, describes Yudhishthira’s lonely and opaque situation by asking
us to imagine if our world were ‘impenetrably enigmatic; that blindness is far more than a
metaphor for human perception . . . Assume, too, that life is a dice game, governed by rules
known to be deceptive, in which the least experienced, least adequate player is nevertheless
pushed to the point of staking everything he has including, in the end, himself, with the certainty
of losing . . . Assume a world in which each of the players in this game must be seen to die in
most cases violently and unfairly; in which, moreover, the poles of life and death are present in
every move with the death pole always strangely privileged, cognitively and metaphysically, so
that death is, in effect, the only possible outcome of the game. In such a world, one mostly fights
for time.’32The dice game foreshadows the apocalyptic war between the Pandavas and the
Kauravas over a claim to the kingdom that is dubious on both sides. The ‘least adequate player’
is Yudhishthira—a good man, addicted to gambling. He does not want to fight the war, yet it is he
who will give the order for the war to begin. He will win the war in the end, not only by skill and
excellence, but by deception and trickery. After the victory, there will be no pleasure in ruling over
an empty kingdom, as everyone will be dead.Is this the epic’s way of telling us that ours is an
enigmatic, deficient and incompetent world where the ordinary human being does not know why
he is born or when he will die, but only that he will? ‘The Mahabharata sees a vice behind every
virtue, a snake behind every horse, and a doomsday behind every victory, an uncompleted ritual
behind every completed sacrifice.’33Duryodhana’s envy in this ‘uneven world’What makes for
uncertainty in our lives is often our own frailties. The moral flaws of human beings make our
world full of vaishamya, ‘unevenness’, and bring about the nasty surprises that make us



vulnerable. Duryodhana is one of the chief causes of ‘unevenness’ in the Mahabharata and I felt
that my education in dharma had to begin with him. He suffers from so many vices (pride, greed,
anger, hatred, an excess of ego, etc.), but his most dangerous defect is envy—which is also the
driving force of calamity in the Mahabharata.Duryodhana realizes at his cousin’s consecration
that he feels inferior before the success of the Pandavas. ‘What man of mettle will stand to see
his rivals prosper and himself decline?’ is his envious reaction to Yudhishthira’s good fortune. It
is his way of saying, ‘Why not me?’—the age-old question of the envious person. Envy, of
course, is ‘inherent in the nature of man’, according to Immanuel Kant.34 Frankly, I have not met
a single person who was free of envy, although some claimed to be. Put two human beings
together and there will be envy. Envy is so pervasive, so natural, that one is often not aware of it.
The universal human tendency to envy forces the Mahabharata towards a devastating
conclusion. It believes that an envious person cannot be truthful. Such a person cannot be
trusted for envy takes away some of an individual’s liberty. And ‘freedom is acquired by a good
man, possessing the truth’.35Envy involves an envier (Duryodhana), an envied or rival
(Yudhishthira), and a possession (the Pandavas’ talent for success). The possession can be an
object (the throne) but it can also be a talent such as Arjuna’s ability with the bow. In this case,
Duryodhana’s envy may have been incited by Yudhishthira’s recent rise in wealth and power, but
he is smart enough to know that his envy ultimately relates to the Pandavas’ ability to acquire the
possession. Hence, he does not merely want the throne but he also wants to destroy the
Pandavas.Duryodhana’s envy makes him hate the Pandavas. That, too, one can understand, for
‘hatred always accompanies envy’. Duryodhana thinks obsessively about the wealth and the
power of the Pandavas. He grows anxious and mean-hearted, pale and sickly. He betrays
another characteristic of envy. It is a colossal waste of mental energy and this is perhaps why
writers across the ages have associated it with ill health. Horace, the Roman lyric poet, said that
those who were inflicted by envy grew thin. Shakespeare’s Cassius became ‘lean and hungry’.
Clearly, envy is a health hazard.Duryodhana decides that he cannot be happy unless he can
wreck the Pandavas’ happiness. Schopenhauer, the German philosopher, captures this
characteristic of envy in a devastating portrait:Because they feel unhappy, [they] cannot bear the
sight of someone they think is happy . . . in the boundless egotism of our nature there is joined
more or less in every human breast a fund of hatred, anger, envy, rancour, and malice,
accumulated like the venom in a serpent’s tooth.36The human tendency to evaluate one’s well-
being by comparing it with that of another is the cause of Duryodhana’s distress.Duryodhana is
at least open about his envy, but his father’s envy is hidden. It is so secretive, in fact, that the
blind king himself is often not aware of it, let alone admit to it.37 Dhritarashtra is a hypocrite—
and hence, more dangerous. He has found clever ways of dealing with his envy so that the world
will have a better opinion of him and, equally important, that he will retain a better opinion of
himself. Even as he pretends to be virtuous, secretly he wants to see his son act out his own
deepest desires.Like Polonius in Hamlet, Dhritarashtra gives pious advice, counselling his son
to be just and virtuous, but he is silently pleased with Duryodhana’s plan to trap Yudhishthira in



the dice game. ‘It is the father who fails his son, and not the other way around.’38 Dhritarashtra’s
envy slips out at unguarded moments. Bhima cannot forget the unrestrained rejoicing on the
blind father’s face as Yudhishthira keeps losing. At each throw of the dice, the hypocrite’s mask
falls. In the next chapter, he will ‘generously’ return his son’s dishonest winnings (ostensibly as a
boon to the virtuous Draupadi), but his real motive will be fear. He will be scared by evil
omens.Such hidden, hypocritical envy has often been considered more dangerous than
Duryodhana’s more open and honest feelings. The ancient Greeks realized that the very fact that
one is successful and prosperous is a good reason for one to be envied. They thought man to be
naturally envious—‘envy being part of his basic character and disposition’.39 So, they were
open about it. Since envy could not be suppressed, the Greeks devised a way to deal with it by
ostracizing successful people, especially popular politicians. Aristides the Just was shunned,
according to Plutarch, because he was too good. ‘I am fed up with hearing him being called too
virtuous,’ an Athenian is said to have remarked. They exiled their statesman Themistocles for
living lavishly and putting on superior airs. Ostracism meant having to go away for ten years in
order to give time for envy ‘to cool off’. Socrates might have been put to death for the same
reason—‘envy for his great integrity and virtue’.40The Greeks were not alone in driving out
outstanding statesmen and generals. Winston Churchill, the popular wartime premier, was
defeated in the 1945 elections. Many Conservatives interpreted his defeat as the result of envy
and resentment, and a fear that he might acquire too much power or become too popular. De
Gaulle suffered a similar fate in 1946.41If the Greeks institutionalized how to deal with envy
through ostracism, Indians coped with it by renouncing it. No one would be envious of worldly
success if you renounce it, and hope for compensation in another world. Even before the
Buddha, the ‘Renouncer’ had become a perennial hero in India. I have known a number of very
successful Indians who worried constantly that things might be going too well. They feared that
their good fortune would not last and soon there would be a reversal. For this reason, many
parents in India place a small black dot on a child’s face to ward off retaliation by the
envious.The Chinese, on the other hand, cope with envy by appearing to be excessively and
hypocritically modest and seek to disparage their achievements. ‘O sir, I am your mean and
humble servant who just happened to hit upon this idea,’ is not an uncommon refrain. If one sets
too high a value on one’s abilities, it makes one commit the social offence of regarding oneself
as better than others. Thus, the well-known Chinese fear of ‘losing face’ is a ritualized attitude, in
part, to avoid envy.42‘A kshatriya’s duty is to prevail’Duryodhana is not ashamed of his envy
because it is part of a larger and consistent egoistic philosophical outlook. When he is feeling
low, filled with hatred for the Pandavas, his father Dhritarashtra tries to comfort him, counselling
him not to covet what belongs to Yudhishthira:Envy of another is ignoble behaviour. Be content
with what you have. Perform your own duty—therein lies happiness.43Duryodhana disagrees.
He replies that his duty is to win at all costs. A smart person pursues power and uses it to exact
as much as possible from the weak. If he does not do that he leaves himself vulnerable to attack
from an enemy:A kshatriya’s duty is to prevail, great king. Whether by virtuous means or not . . .



O bull among Bharatas, he should go out like a charioteer and whip every corner of the earth
into submission.44Accordingly, he is not embarrassed about feeling envious because it is a form
of discontent that will lead to ambition:Discontent is the root of success; this is why I desire it.
Only the person who reaches for the heights, noble lord, becomes the ultimate leader.45His
envy goads him to act against his rivals, the Pandavas. No means are too foul for he has to win
at any cost. He tries poisoning them, drowning them, and burning them alive; he lets serpents
loose upon them. Trapping Yudhishthira in a game is merely the latest in a string of actions to
wipe out his enemies. In Bhasa’s classical play, Dutavakya, whose hero happens to be
Duryodhana, he tells Krishna the same thing about what is necessary to gain power:Kingship is
enjoyed by brave princes after conquering their foes in battle. It cannot be had by begging, nor is
it conferred upon the poor in this world. If they desire to become kings, let them venture forth on
the battlefield, or else let them at their will enter a hermitage, sought for peace by men of tranquil
minds.46Like Thrasymachus in Plato’s Republic, Duryodhana sees morality as a veiled way to
protect the interests of the powerful.47 As he sees it, what people call ‘dharma’ is really a clever
way of advancing those interests.Duryodhana’s view of the world is by no means unique.
Conquerors and rulers throughout history have espoused it. It is called ‘realism’ or ‘realpolitik’ by
students of international politics. In India, its chief advocate was Kautilya, who wrote the classic
treatise Arthashastra. In the West, this viewpoint was made famous by Thomas Hobbes, the
English philosopher, who argued that if men do not conquer when they can, they only reveal
weakness and invite attack. ‘By a necessity of nature’ (a phrase Hobbes made popular) they
conquer when they can. Hobbes translated Thucydides’s classic history of the Peloponnesian
War, which is the foundation stone of ‘Realist’ thinking about international relations. In it,
Athenian generals who were about to conquer Melos, a Spartan colony, said much the same to
the people of Melos in 416 BC: ‘They who have the odds of power exact as much as they can,
and the weak yield to such conditions as they can get . . . [men] will everywhere reign over those
such as they be too strong for . . .’48The Mahabharata is clearly embarrassed by Duryodhana’s
matsya nyaya, ‘big-fish-eats-small-fish’ view of the world, which is the Indian equivalent of the
law of the jungle, a metaphor for the vicious, violent aspects of human nature. Later when Arjuna
will urge Yudhishthira not to renounce the throne, he will remind him that violence is the way of
the world: ‘I see no being which lives in the world without violence. Creatures exist at one
another’s expense; the strong eat the weak. The mongoose eats mice, as the cat eats the
mongoose; the dog devours the cat, your majesty, and wild beasts eat the dog.’49 Bhishma,
their grandfather, will employ this anarchic image of disorder in the natural world in order to
justify danda, ‘retributive justice’ and the rule of law and order, by a tough but just king.50Other
characters in the Mahabharata will contest Duryodhana’s egoistic philosophy. Yudhishthira, in
particular, will offer a competing view of the world, based on dharma, which he explains is a
universal duty of righteousness, applicable to all and founded on non-violence, truth and a
concern for others. So too will Vidura, whose moral thinking is based on the consequences of
actions rather than duty. He reminds us on a number of occasions that there were evil portents



when Duryodhana was born:Wicked Duryodhana, killer of Bharata’s line,Shrieked, they say, the
jackal’s chilling scream,The moment he was born. It is he who will causeThe destruction of you
all!51If a kshatriya soldier’s duty is to prevail at any cost, and if the prize is kingship, then the
game of dice is not an unreasonable strategy. Duryodhana, however, does have a reasonable
claim to the Hastinapura throne. Recall that there were two lines of succession. His father was
the older son, but was born blind. Hence, the throne went to Pandu, his half-brother, who was
the son of the second wife. His eldest son, Yudhishthira, was born a few minutes before
Duryodhana, and this is at the heart of the Pandavas’ legal claim to the kingdom. Since Pandu
could not have sex, Yudhishthira was born from a god, who acted as proxy to give Kunti a son.
On the other hand, Duryodhana was born naturally to Dhritarashtra and not by proxy. Hence,
Duryodhana’s claim to the kingdom might be stronger. In any case, this is academic. After
Dhritarashtra divided the kingdom between the Kauravas and the Pandavas, Duryodhana’s
claim to the original, undivided kingdom disappeared.Duryodhana might still argue that
Yudhishthira was addicted to gambling—so, he was merely taking advantage of a weakness in
the character of his adversary, who clearly made a bad decision to play. But Yudhishthira could
easily counter, saying that he was innocently following an ancient Vedic rajasuya sacrifice, as a
part of his consecration ceremony.52 He was duped into playing against a cheat. Although
Shakuni does admit that he cheats, Duryodhana could retort that there was no hard evidence of
cheating on that day—Yudhishthira just happened to be playing against a better player. It is
always tempting to see human beings as ‘good’ and ‘bad’, but this is not the Mahabharata’s
way.53 It never makes the choice easy.Once the war begins, Duryodhana will grow as a
character. He will prove himself to be a highly skilled commander and will rise in our esteem. He
is brave and he possesses shri—an indispensable quality in a great, charismatic ruler. His flaw is
his unwillingness to accept Krishna’s divinity, at least according to the Vaishnav reading of the
text;54 he stands up to God, and asserts man’s priority in the greater scheme of things.In the
end, there is something heroic about him as he lies dying on the battlefield. He evokes
admiration as he defiantly recounts Krishna’s wrongdoings. He proclaims that if the Pandavas
had fought honestly, not deceitfully, he would have won. Unrepentant, and without self-pity, he
declares:Whose end is more admirable than mine? Who else could bring his life to a close with
such nobility? I shall dwell in heaven with my brothers and friends. You will spend your days in
despair, in sorrow.55Eternal sickness or healthy competitiveness?The sort of envy evinced by
Duryodhana was not unfamiliar to me when I was growing up in Simla. My mother had a great
and unfulfilled desire to be a part of Simla’s fashionable society. She envied those who belonged
to ‘the club’, the glamorous Amateur Dramatic Club. She must have transmitted this to me, for I
grew up with an acute concern over my position in society, comparing myself to those who had
things that I did not possess, boys who were more attractive to girls than I was, and especially
those who made it to the school cricket team.My father, however, had a sunnier temperament,
and he saw a positive side to envy. It fostered a healthy competitive spirit, a desire to better
oneself. He pointed out the example of a daughter of a poor relative of ours. She had always



been discriminated against by her family, who preferred and pampered her brother. Envy drove
her to work hard at studies and aspire to a better life. She succeeded. She sat for a competitive
exam, got into the coveted Indian Administrative Service, and went on to become a powerful civil
servant. Her spoiled brother grew into a mediocrity. Drona, the archery teacher of the Kauravas
and Pandavas, I recalled, had also exploited envy between the cousins to raise the level of their
overall performance.It is thus possible for the envier to want something but without wishing the
envied to lose it at the same time. This positive sort of envy that my father alluded to leads to
ambition, to want to emulate the successful, but without the malicious desire to deprive the rival
of the possession. This is called ‘benign’ or ‘emulative’ envy and it is the one on display when
one says to a friend, ‘I envy you for such and such skill.’ One obviously does not want to deprive
the friend of the talent or the skill. Nor is one filled with pain in the case of benign envy.While all
this may be true, the Mahabharata would have thought this a marginal aspect of envy, probably
deserving of a different name. The epic would have considered my father naïve. The epic says:
‘The man who envies other people for their conduct, beauty, courage, family lineage, happiness,
success and favour has an eternal sickness.’56 To prove the point Duryodhana does grow
physically sick after witnessing the enormous success of his cousins. So did my mother. She
grew weak and was acutely depressed for several weeks. The doctor could not make anything of
it. One day I overheard her tell my aunt that she thought that the cause of her depression was
our attractive and sophisticated neighbour, who was also popular in Simla’s ‘high society’. She
was an accomplished woman and each success of hers seemed to affect my mother in a
negative way. Gore Vidal, I think, expressed my mother’s emotion in a more brutal way:
‘Whenever a friend succeeds a little,’ he wrote, ‘something in me dies.’57John Rawls, my teacher
at Harvard, would have characterized my mother’s sentiment as ‘general envy’ of Simla’s high
society. General envy, he explains, does not have a particular person as its object, and is
experienced by the less advantaged for those better situated.58 Duryodhana’s ‘special envy’, on
the other hand, is specific to the Pandavas. It covets the specific things that the other person
possesses. Occasionally, general envy can become specific as my mother’s did when it became
concentrated on our neighbour.When I grew up and entered the business world I encountered
both the healthy envy (that my father spoke about) and the negative and destructive faces of
envy. As a young manager, I felt envious of my rivals and it spurred me to improve, but on
occasion, it threatened to get out of control too. Many of my customers were petty wholesalers of
the merchant caste, who were objects of deep envy in the small towns of India. During my
travels, I found that people were quite happy to borrow from them, but they scorned and abused
them behind their back and never mixed with them socially. The Bania trader has always been
more prosperous than the locals and was envied for his wealth in many parts of Asia and Africa.
This envy occasionally turns violent, as it did in Idi Amin Dada’s Uganda when thousands of
Indian families were expelled in 1972.The envy I encountered in the business world, however,
was nothing compared to what I would see later in the academic world. ‘The reason academic
politics are so bitter is that so little is at stake,’ Henry Kissinger was fond of saying.59 There is a



certain misery attached to the academic life, no doubt, in which envy plays a considerable part.
As Max Weber noted, ‘Do you think that, year after year, you will be able to stand to see one
mediocrity after another promoted over you, and still not become embittered and dejected? Of
course, the answer is always: “Naturally, I live only for my calling.” Only in a very few cases have I
found [young academics] able to undergo it without suffering spiritual damage.’60The Jews have
been victim to a general envy by the unsuccessful for the successful. Forced out of their
homeland 2,000 years ago by Roman oppression, they spread across Europe and prospered
spectacularly in many places, including Vienna and Berlin, till Hitler took over. Joseph Epstein
tells us that in the ‘Vienna of 1936, a city that was 90 per cent Catholic and 9 per cent Jewish,
Jews accounted for 60 per cent of the city’s lawyers, more than half its physicians, more than 90
per cent of its advertising executives, and 123 of its 174 newspaper editors. And this is not to
mention the prominent places Jews held in banking, retailing, and intellectual and artistic life.
The numbers four or five years earlier for Berlin are said to have been roughly similar.’61Is it
surprising that Nazism had its greatest resonance in these two cities? Before killing the Jews,
Germans and Austrians felt the need to humiliate their victims: ‘They had Jewish women
cleaning floors, had Jewish physicians scrubbing the cobblestone streets of Vienna with
toothbrushes as Nazi youth urinated on them and forced elderly Jews to do hundreds of deep
knee bends until they fainted or sometimes died. All this suggests a vicious evening of the score
that has the ugly imprint of envy on the loose. The Jews in Germany and Austria had succeeded
not only beyond their numbers but also, in the eyes of the envious, beyond their right—and now
they would be made to pay for it. Envy was being acted out, as never before.’62 It led to the
murder of six million Jews in the Second World War.Today, I find envy laced through the
statements of European and Indian intellectuals about America. Arundhati Roy’s essay after the
11 September 2001 terrorist attack on the World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in
Washington is an example. Like many anti-American intellectuals writing in the days after the
attack, Roy claimed that it was the direct result of American foreign policy—the implication being
that America somehow deserved what had happened. There is widespread anti-American
sentiment in the world which regards the United States as arrogant, indifferent to human
suffering, consumerist, and contemptuous of international law. Much of this is probably correct,
but I find that some of it is inspired by envy of America’s success.What begins initially as envy of
America slowly turns into a visceral hatred of the ‘American Empire’. As a result of this India
almost lost the Indo–US nuclear deal in 2008 and a historic opportunity to climb to world power
status because of the intransigence of Leftist parties in the Parliament. Most Indians found it
inexplicable that the Left could quibble over a treaty that was so obviously in their nation’s self-
interest. There is much to criticize about America’s behaviour, but it should not come at one’s
own expense.Envy of America, and anti-Americanism in general, often gets transferred to global
institutions like the World Bank that are seen to be under American control. It came as a shock to
me that the city of Delhi is endowed with more water than most cities. Delhi has 300 litres per
person per day of treated water available compared to Paris with 150 or London with 171. Yet



people in Paris and London get water twenty-four hours a day while Delhi’s residents get it only
for four hours on the average. The poor in Delhi (and our other cities) have to depend on water
tankers, and when the tanker is late there is a scramble and even a riot. Recently, a tanker driver
was late. Fearing for his life, he took off at high speed and crushed a child in the chaos.Delhi’s
government, to its credit, decided to fix the problem in 2004. It enlisted the service of World
Bank experts, who had solved similar problems in other countries. They came up with a plan to
professionalize the water board and insulate it from politicians who were mostly responsible for
the distribution problems. When the Left-leaning NGO Parivartan discovered that Delhi was
about to take a World Bank loan and change its management, it mounted a huge and successful
campaign in the media, claiming falsely ‘privatization’ and ‘sell out to the World Bank’. I
discovered later that Parivartan had been profoundly influenced by the employees of the water
authority, who were afraid that better-performing employees might advance more rapidly in a
professional system of management. It was thus envy of poor performers for high performers
combined with an anti-Americanism (that was subconsciously rooted) that killed Delhi’s water
reforms. Sadly, Sheila Dikshit, the chief minister of Delhi, got scared by the ‘fear’ campaign
unleased by the press, and dropped the excellent World Bank plan. With this died the prospect
of water for twenty-four hours a day in Delhi.An Indian morality playIn 2007, Anil Ambani was the
fifth richest person in the world according to the Forbes list of billionaires, but he was consumed
with a Duryodhana-like envy for his more accomplished older brother, Mukesh, who was placed
a notch higher on the list. Each brother had his Shakuni, who was happy to rig a game of dice in
order to win the prize and destroy the other brother. Sibling rivalry inside India’s wealthiest family
had been the longest-running soap opera in the country, having mesmerized millions for the past
four years. It mattered to the nation because enterprises of the two brothers accounted for 3 per
cent of India’s GDP, 10 per cent of government tax revenues and 14 per cent of India’s exports.
Millions of shareholders worried if their epic fight might lay waste their lifelong savings. I saw in
this corporate and family feud a morality play and I wondered if the Mahabharata could shed
some light.The first scene of the play opens in Mumbai’s Kabutarkhana in 1964. The Ambani
children are growing up in a single room in a fifth floor walk-up ‘chawl’ along with six members of
their family. Their father, Dhirubhai Ambani, has just set himself up as a trader in synthetic yarn in
the Pydhonie market. The son of a modest schoolteacher from a village near Porbandar in
Gujarat (not far from where Mahatma Gandhi was born), Dhirubhai has returned form Aden with
Rs 15,000 in capital.63 He discovers that the demand for nylon and polyester fabrics is
monumental whereas supply is scarce because of rigid government controls on production and
imports. This is due to India’s socialist, command economy, created by Jawaharlal Nehru.
Businesses have to contend with dozens of controls, which Indians wryly call ‘Licence Raj’.64
Dhirubhai takes great risks and soon corners government licences in the black market, and
begins to make large monopoly profits. His competitors cry ‘foul’; his critics call him ‘corrupt’. He
understands what Leftist politicians do not—polyester is destined to become a fabric for the
poor whereas they tax and control it as though it was a luxury of the rich. Hence, the mismatch



between demand and supply and a black market.Act Two: Dhirubhai ploughs his profits from
trading into a technologically advanced factory to make synthetic textiles, which is up and
running in record time thanks to his proximity to Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s secretary. The
village boy soon becomes a master gamesman of the Licence Raj, manipulating a decaying and
corrupt regime of controls to his advantage. He integrates backwards to create an outstanding
petrochemicals company, which first makes the raw material for the textiles—polyester fibre—
and then basic polymers and chemicals, until he reaches the magic raw material, petroleum.By
now his sons are grown up. They are back from business school in America and have plunged
into his company, Reliance, which is growing at a scorching pace. Opponents predict its fall after
the economic reforms in the 1990s, but Reliance continues to expand and soon it becomes
India’s largest company. It builds the world’s largest oil refinery in the shortest time, thanks to the
project management skills of Mukesh. Next, the company begins to explore for oil and gas. As
luck would have it, Reliance makes the biggest petroleum find in the world in a decade—a
mountain of gas off the shore of Andhra Pradesh. It is monumental and holds the promise of
easing the import burden of a fast growing, energy-starved nation. From the ‘prince of polyester’
Dhirubhai has become the undisputed king of industrial India.65Act Three opens in 2002 when
the ‘king’ is dead. Three and a half million middle class shareholders (the largest in any
enterprise in the world), who have become rich beyond their dreams, mourn his death. He
leaves behind two highly accomplished sons, and power passes to the older, more sober
Mukesh. The younger, flamboyant Anil marries a film star, Tina Munim. He loves glamour and
cultivates powerful politicians, and this does not go down well with the serious, older brother.
Mukesh tries to marginalize his brother, but Anil retaliates. Filled with monumental envy for ‘the
new king’, he launches an attack on his brother. In the fight, governance failures are revealed for
the first time (about the family’s shareholding and the ownership structure of their new telecom
venture). The stock plunges and the country watches in fear the unfolding of an awesome
tragedy. Finally, their mother—an anguished, Kunti-like figure caught in the middle—intervenes
and splits the kingdom as Dhritarashtra did in the Mahabharata. Three years later, both sons
have prospered beyond their dreams and the value of the empire of each brother is more than
double that of the undivided kingdom.The Ambani saga raises troubling moral questions. It is a
classic rags-to-riches story—the ascent of a simple village boy, who against all odds creates a
world class, globally competitive enterprise that brings enormous prosperity to millions. But it is
also a tale of deceit, bribery and the manipulation of a decaying and corrupt ‘Licence Raj’.
Ambani’s defenders argue that since his enterprises brought so much good to society, what was
the harm if he manipulated an evil system and bribed politicians and bureaucrats? The
government itself realized its problems and has been dismantling the system since 1991. But
Ambani’s opponents counter, saying that it is never justified to break a law. Ends cannot justify
the means. Others believe that the uncertain business world is full of danger and surprise, and a
certain amount of deception is necessary for business success.Anil’s envy of Mukesh is as
dangerous as Duryodhana’s. He cannot bear the fact that his brother has far more power and



fame than he does. He burns inside each time the media extols Mukesh’s awesome managerial
skills. Had the mother not intervened, the rivalry might have hurtled uncontrollably towards a
Kurukshetra-like war, which might have destroyed the whole enterprise, and with it the lives of
millions of people. The drama is by no means over. In 2009, Mukesh had moved up to the third
richest person in the world while Anil had slid to number seven. There continued to be a huge
amount of bad blood and dozens of court cases were pending between the two brothers.
Mukesh too had a Duryodhana in him—he had denied his brother his fair share of the kingdom
until the mother had to intervene.Nevertheless, my father’s view about the positive and
competitive side of envy had also been vindicated. Envy had driven Anil to perform to great
heights, and the value of the enterprises of each brother was far greater than if they had
remained united. Dharma draws a fine line between the positive and negative sides of
competition, and it is easily crossed as we have seen recently in the global financial crisis in
2008. Competition did put great pressure on investment bankers, rating agencies and other
players to bend the rules of decent conduct in the market for US housing mortgages. But when
they justified their acts as rational behaviour based on the healthy competition, they slipped into
the arena of self-deception. To meet the relentless demand of the bottom line and the incentive
of a huge but unseemly bonus, many senior executives compromised their character.‘Nobody
shall be the favourite’Envy also supplies the psychological foundations for our quest for justice,
especially for equality.66 And this too can take both good and bad forms. Freud wrote that our
desire for justice is the product of childhood envy of other children, which makes one hunger for
equal treatment and brings about a ‘group spirit’. He adds, ‘If one cannot be the favourite
oneself, at all events nobody else shall be the favorite.’67 The Mahabharata is aware of these
psychological roots of human motivation. In it, Drona, the martial teacher, is as accomplished as
he is insensitive, and makes the mistake of treating the brilliant Arjuna differently from the others.
Duryodhana reacts predictably to the incipient teacher’s pet. Since he cannot tolerate the lavish
praise constantly heaped on his cousin, he does whatever he can to bring Arjuna down to his
level.Envy is thus a leveller, and it levels downwards. Instead of motivating one to better
performance, as my father thought it could, envy prefers to see the other person fall. The envious
person is willing to see both sides lose. ‘Envy is collectively disadvantageous; the individual who
envies another is prepared to do things that make them both worse off, if only the discrepancy
between them is sufficiently reduced,’ says John Rawls.68 This is precisely what I experienced
when I worked in Bombay in the 1980s. The factory next to ours, belonging to the Dutch
electronics company Phillips, suffered from a debilitating strike that lasted almost a year. I
worried—I did not want their militant union to contaminate ours—because their trade union
leader had the same psychological make-up as Duryodhana’s. He was overheard saying, ‘I don’t
care if we sink this factory with our strike as long as the Dutch manager goes down with us.’ The
statement sent a shiver down my spine.When this sort of attitude gets institutionalized and forms
the mental make-up of a militant trade union movement, the result could be de-industrialization.
This is what happened in West Bengal and Kerala after these two Indian states came under



communist rule. The communist cadres preferred to sink the economy of the state rather than
compromise with the capitalists. As a result, company after company left Bengal for other parts
of India, and both states stopped receiving new investment. Even today, the memory of that
militancy survives, and it is difficult for these two states to attract industry.To avoid this sort of
calamitous result, John Rawls argues that a just and sensible society ought to do something in
order ‘to mitigate if not prevent’ the conditions that bring about envy. Since modern democracies
cannot adopt the sensible Greek solution of exiling its successful citizens, they take the sting out
of capitalist inequality by taxing the rich at a progressive rate. Universal and high quality
education and health care can also help to create more equality of opportunity, and help to
reduce envy. Rawls makes the excellent point that ‘plurality of voluntary associations (churches,
clubs, unions and other groupings) in a well-ordered society, each with its own secure internal
life, tends to reduce the visibility, or at least the painful visibility, of variations in men’s
prospects’.69 Alexis de Tocqueville, the French aristocrat who visited America in the 1830s,
noted that there was greater envy in democratic, egalitarian America compared to feudal Europe
but the American disposition to form associations was a ‘safety valve’.In a well-ordered society,
one cannot merely dismiss envy as a human frailty. One ought to design institutions that help to
diminish it, or, alternatively, face its consequences, as the French did in 1789 or as the Kauravas
and the Pandavas did on the battlefield at Kurukshetra. Nietzsche thought the French Revolution
was fired by the sentiment of envy of the masses against the classes. Sometimes resentment
over social inequality is so great that it wounds one’s self-respect.70 Such envy is
understandable, especially when it is exacerbated by ostentatious display by the well-off. It
tends to demean the situation of those who have less. Although it is a psychological state, social
institutions can and ought to mitigate such envy.If the advantages of the better-off are a return
for their contribution to improving the situation of the worst-off—this is Rawls’s solution—the
inequality will be perceived as just, and there will be fewer reasons to feel envious. If the lowest
worker believes that his salary will grow significantly if his company performs well, then he will
not resent an outstanding CEO who earns fifty times more than he does. Rawls believes that
inequalities can be justified because the basis for inequality could be agreed to in a hypothetical
situation by similarly placed rational human beings who are ignorant of their eventual place in
society. The only caveat he places is that these rational human beings do not suffer from an
excess of envy.71I have always believed that it is none of my business how much Mukesh and
Anil Ambani earn and how the brothers spend their money as long as they create vast numbers
of new jobs and pay their taxes. I believe that in a poor country like India it is more important to
remove poverty than to worry about inequality. However, this belief was shaken in a conversation
I had with an employee of the scandal-ridden Satyam, a company that I alluded to in the Prelude.
She said that she and many of her colleagues at Satyam continued to support B. Ramalinga
Raju, the disgraced founder of their company, even after his fraud was exposed. It was only after
she discovered that the IT czar owned a thousand designer suits, 321 pairs of shoes and 310
belts that she turned against him. ‘When I was burning the midnight oil, he was buying belts!’ she



raged. So, inequality does matter, and the public anger at the ‘obscene’ salaries and bonuses on
Wall Street was justified in 2008 when the world economy went into a recession.If greed is the
sin of capitalism, envy is the vice of socialismThe Mahabharata is just as interested as the
nineteenth century Utopians in the best way to order society. Seeing Duryodhana’s envy run
amok, it will pose the question if there is another way to live. When he is in exile, Yudhishthira,
through his example, will offer an alternative life of harmony and non-violence in contrast to
Duryodhana’s life of brutal competition, which many think was responsible for bringing the global
economy to its knees in 2008. The earlier socialist dream was a reaction to the cruel excesses of
the industrial revolutions in the West, and it envisioned a future of harmony rather than a life of
excessive competition, exemplified most recently by Wall Street’s investment bankers.Capitalist
greed gives one the permission to grow rich beyond one’s dreams. Socialism seeks a society of
equality. But Marxists seek this equality by ‘soaking the rich’. In a perpetual class struggle, they
wish to bring down the aristocracy, the rentier class and the bourgeoisie. In this there is more
than a hint of the general envy of the poor for the rich. Leftists regard income inequality as a
psychic wound that is uniquely worthy of state intervention. Lord Layard goes to the extent of
saying that those who work too hard and excessive hours may improve their own income, but
they create a problem for the others, who feel dissatisfied. The rat race forces people to spend
less time with their families and in community activities, and reduces the overall contentment of
the community. Hence, he makes a bizarre suggestion—tax those who work too hard. This will,
he feels, tame the rat race, reduce envy, and improve overall human happiness.72By creating
more equality socialism was supposed to eliminate human envy. But the opposite happened.
Oddly enough, as levelling increases in society, it actually increases envy.73 The Soviet Union
was pervaded with envy because tiny differences, such as a new tablecloth, got exaggerated in
neighbours’ eyes. If greed is the vice of capitalism, envy is the flaw of socialism. ‘From each
according to ability and to each according to his need’ was the rallying cry of Marxism as it set
out to create a classless, egalitarian society. Socialist societies, however, turned out to be the
most envious in history. ‘The searing heartburn of envy causes a choking feeling in the throat,
squeezes the eyes out of their sockets,’ says a character in Y. Olesha’s 1929 novella set in the
Soviet Union, where turning in your neighbour for his perceived advantage became a way of
life.74 Envy is felt more strongly between near equals than those widely separated in fortune. It
does not make sense to envy the Queen of England.As a libertarian, I have deep misgivings
about the attempts of the state to create excessive equality. Envy will rise as the number of
differences among people diminish; the fewer differences will result in fewer standards to
measure one against, and since most will not measure up, there will be greater envy. I would opt
for a more diverse society where more people will be good at something. I fear, like Immanuel
Kant, in artificially enforcing excessive equality. Kant felt that ‘inequality among men is a rich
source of much that is evil, but also of everything that is good’. He believed that inequality
among social classes is an impetus to liberty because it makes people strive to better
themselves.To be fair to my leftist egalitarian friends, I will concede that what drives many of



them is not envy but resentment, a different moral idea. Many socialists do not suffer from envy
for the better-off but they resent the inherently unjust distribution of income and power in our
social arrangements. What upsets them is the unequal arrangements rather than those who are
better off. Resentment, in this sense, is a rational and impersonal moral emotion, which can also
drive one to change the world for the better.Socialism in its various forms has often appealed to
persons in comfortable circumstances, who suffer from guilt—that they are the cause of envy
among the less advantaged.75 Some of them believe that the aim of equality is to compensate
people for undeserved bad luck—being born with poor native endowments, bad parents,
disagreeable personalities, accidents and illness, and so on.76 Hence, they look to the state as
a great insurance company, which takes from people who have benefited from cosmic good luck
to compensate those with bad luck.Clearly, envy is related to inequality and societies have dealt
with it in various ways. The ancient Greeks, who believed in ‘moral luck’, ostracized those who
had too much of it; the Chinese act self-deprecatingly in order to reduce envy and thus ‘save
face’; Indians preach renunciation and hope for compensation in another world. In modern
democracies, the Left’s solution against envy is to have an extensive welfare state, and thereby
diminish inequality. The Right is suspicious of egalitarianism because the impulse for equality
usually curbs liberty. However, neither the Left nor the Right would quarrel with the goal of a just
society in which inequalities are perceived to be fair and deserved and hence cause less
envy.Can dharma make us less vulnerable?THE DIFFICULTY OF BEING GOODTHE
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Americaon acid-free paperADVANCE PRAISE FORTHE DIFFICULTY OF BEING
GOOD‘Through a series of bravura readings of the Mahabharata, Gurcharan Das makes a
learned and passionate attempt to inform how the great Indian epic might illuminate our present-
day moral dilemmas. Readers will find his analyses of dharma insightful, challenging, and honest
—doing full justice to the world’s most complex, exciting and honest poem.This admirable book
offers precisely the kind of reflection that the epic itself invites—moral, political and public. It
shows why the Mahabharata is a classic: because it is ever timely. This superb book is
knowledgeable, passionate, and even courageous. Grounded in a secure knowledge of the
narrative, it raises key moral problems—from the doctrine of just war to affirmative action to the
nature of suffering—and it makes striking attempts to link these with contemporary discussions
and issues, both public and personal.’—Sheldon Pollock, William B. Ransford Professor of
Sanskrit and Indian Studies, Columbia University‘The book is a wonderful combination of the
scholarly and the personal, the academic and the meditative. The basic plan works beautifully,
building a rich mix of his very, very careful and detailed reading of the text, his other wide
reading, and his life in business; an extraordinary blend. I found the use of evolutionary biology
and the Prisoner’s Dilemma to explain the pragmatism of the Mahabharata absolutely brilliant.’—
Wendy Doniger, Mircea Eliade Professor of the History of Religions, University of Chicago‘I was
very moved by this richly articulated, contemporary meditation on the Mahabharata and the
great human themes it embodies—above all the question of what life means and what one might
do to endow it with purpose, within the inherently ambiguous and painful contexts in which we
always find ourselves. The book is a kind of miracle: a deeply sensitive man suddenly decides to
leave his usual routines and familiar roles and to spend some years simply reading the
Mahabharata and seeing what the ancient epic has to tell him; he engages profoundly with the



text, with the bewildering profusion of its messages, its tormented heroes, and the dramatic
events it describes; and he then finds the space and the right words for a thoughtful, highly
personal, philosophically informed, sceptical, sustained response. Such things happen only
rarely in our generation, and we should all be grateful to Gurcharan Das for this gift.’—David
Shulman, Renee Lang Professor of Humanistic Studies, The Hebrew University of
Jerusalem‘How can we live with moral balance in an arbitrary and uncertain world? In this wise,
passionate, and illuminating book, Gurcharan Das turns to the classical Indian epic the
Mahabharata for answers—and finds, instead, a life of questioning, an ethical temper tolerant
and suspicious of ideology, in which certainty is no virtue and respect for the projects of others is
the appropriate response to life’s complexities. Gurcharan Das’s book is a fitting tribute to
Ingalls’s scholarly integrity and Rawls’s insights about pluralism and respect. It is also one of the
best things I’ve read about the contribution of great literature to ethical thought.’—Martha
Nussbaum, Ernst Freund Distinguished Service Professor of Law and Ethics, University of
Chicago‘Gurcharan Das is the rare author who can speak to businessmen, modern-day savants
and the uninitiated. This book is a scholarly discussion of the intellectual framework of the
subtleties of dharma, as espoused by the Mahabharata. It brings out Gurcharan Das at his
intellectual best. A must-read to resolve the moral dilemmas of life.’—N.R. Narayana Murthy,
Chairman of the Board and Chief Mentor, Infosys Technologies Ltd‘This book is a triple treat. It
provides a subtle reading of episodes in the Mahabharata. It uses those readings to raise
consistently provocative questions about the character of dharma. And it addresses important
questions about the character of our ethical lives . . . It wears its learning lightly, prompting one to
think, and hence it is a pleasure and a provocation.’—Pratap Bhanu Mehta, President, Centre for
Policy Research, New Delhi‘The Difficulty of Being Good is a remarkable tour de force that
connects an ageless philosophical epic to the travails of contemporary society. This book is for
the liberal Hindu who does not want his religion co-opted, for the modern Indian who wants to
build a fair and inclusive society and for the global citizen who is rendered asunder by moral
absolutism. The dharmic challenges we face every day resonate throughout Gurcharan’s book.
Reading this book has been an enriching experience.’—Nandan Nilekani, Chairman, Unique
Identification Authority of India‘The Mahabharata is one of the outstanding achievements of the
human intellect and imagination and Gurcharan Das addresses its moral conflicts based on a
close reading of classical texts and an informed understanding of modern philosophical
arguments, making this book both instructive and enjoyable.’—Andre Bétéille, FBA, Professor
Emeritus of Sociology, University of Delhi‘Gurcharan Das is a delightful story teller. He also
invariably has a point.’—Rajat Kanta Ray, Vice-Chancellor, Visva-Bharati University,
Santiniketan‘Storytelling is an ancient art in India but the stories always had a higher moral
purpose. Gurcharan Das has mastered both the art and the purpose. In this elegantly written
book, he weaves many tales, both personal and epic, to present a moral philosophy for
individuals, corporations, and governments of the twenty-first century.The recent global
economic crisis has revealed deep corruption and lack of moral insight at the highest echelons



of the economy . . . showing that it is difficult to be good, a constant moral struggle exemplified in
the characters of the Mahabharata and in the stories and moral tales narrated with such charm
and force by Gurcharan Das.’—Patrick Olivelle, Chair in the Humanities, Professor of Sanskrit,
University of Texas‘Gurcharan Das’s personal search for dharma in the ancient epic uncovers
buried signposts to a desirable future polity. The Difficulty of Being Good is a significant Indian
contribution to a new, universal Enlightenment that is not Western in origin or character. It is a
delight to read a book that wears its learning so elegantly and presents its arguments with such
panache.’—Sudhir Kakar, author and psychoanalyst‘The book is entertaining and thought-
provoking, and will help many people see connections between the Mahabharata and
contemporary issues—even when they encounter the epic for the first time. It is a book for both
those for whom it has always been part of their cultural memory and for those who are reading
for the first time this critical composition from India’s rich and complex history. It offers insights
and suggestions even for scholars of Indian thought, literature and history.’—Chakravarthi Ram-
Prasad, Professor of Comparative Religion and Philosophy, Lancaster University‘This book has
done the rare thing of successfully invoking the Mahabharata to help address the questions that
one faces in one’s life. Unlike many attempts to make the Mahabharata “relevant” to modern life,
this one takes the text seriously as a historical document and does not gloss over the explicit
uncertainties and uncomfortable ambiguities that the text conveys. It is written in the expository
memoir style that Gurcharan Das used so effectively in India Unbound. The style personalizes
the questions and the quest for answers. It makes the work come alive and holds one’s interest
throughout. The added service that the author provides is to show how the authors of the
Mahabharata engaged in the same sorts of central ethical issues (with sometimes remarkably
similar responses) as Western thinkers both ancient and modern.This book is a work of great
insight. The Sanskritist, the philosopher, and the intelligent lay reader will all benefit from
spending time with this work. There are few works on classical Indian thought for which this is
true. Das is to be congratulated for so effectively speaking to such diverse audiences.’—Richard
W. Lariviere, Professor of Sanskrit and Provost and Vice Chancellor, University of Kansas‘It took
me on a huge intellectual and emotional journey. And with Gurcharan Das as guide, even familiar
paths seemed to lead through fresh landscapes . . . The secular humanism and intellectual
humility that shines through this beautiful book shows that—along with everything else—the
Mahabharata can provide just what the modern world needs. Das’s rehabilitation of Yudhishthira
is inspiring . . . showing convincingly that [others] misunderstand his role. I came away feeling
more whole.’—Dr Ian Proudfoot, Sanskrit scholar, Australian National UniversityADVANCE
PRAISE FORTHE DIFFICULTY OF BEING GOOD‘Through a series of bravura readings of the
Mahabharata, Gurcharan Das makes a learned and passionate attempt to inform how the great
Indian epic might illuminate our present-day moral dilemmas. Readers will find his analyses of
dharma insightful, challenging, and honest—doing full justice to the world’s most complex,
exciting and honest poem.This admirable book offers precisely the kind of reflection that the
epic itself invites—moral, political and public. It shows why the Mahabharata is a classic:



because it is ever timely. This superb book is knowledgeable, passionate, and even courageous.
Grounded in a secure knowledge of the narrative, it raises key moral problems—from the
doctrine of just war to affirmative action to the nature of suffering—and it makes striking attempts
to link these with contemporary discussions and issues, both public and personal.’—Sheldon
Pollock, William B. Ransford Professor of Sanskrit and Indian Studies, Columbia University‘The
book is a wonderful combination of the scholarly and the personal, the academic and the
meditative. The basic plan works beautifully, building a rich mix of his very, very careful and
detailed reading of the text, his other wide reading, and his life in business; an extraordinary
blend. I found the use of evolutionary biology and the Prisoner’s Dilemma to explain the
pragmatism of the Mahabharata absolutely brilliant.’—Wendy Doniger, Mircea Eliade Professor
of the History of Religions, University of Chicago‘I was very moved by this richly articulated,
contemporary meditation on the Mahabharata and the great human themes it embodies—above
all the question of what life means and what one might do to endow it with purpose, within the
inherently ambiguous and painful contexts in which we always find ourselves. The book is a kind
of miracle: a deeply sensitive man suddenly decides to leave his usual routines and familiar
roles and to spend some years simply reading the Mahabharata and seeing what the ancient
epic has to tell him; he engages profoundly with the text, with the bewildering profusion of its
messages, its tormented heroes, and the dramatic events it describes; and he then finds the
space and the right words for a thoughtful, highly personal, philosophically informed, sceptical,
sustained response. Such things happen only rarely in our generation, and we should all be
grateful to Gurcharan Das for this gift.’—David Shulman, Renee Lang Professor of Humanistic
Studies, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem‘How can we live with moral balance in an arbitrary
and uncertain world? In this wise, passionate, and illuminating book, Gurcharan Das turns to the
classical Indian epic the Mahabharata for answers—and finds, instead, a life of questioning, an
ethical temper tolerant and suspicious of ideology, in which certainty is no virtue and respect for
the projects of others is the appropriate response to life’s complexities. Gurcharan Das’s book is
a fitting tribute to Ingalls’s scholarly integrity and Rawls’s insights about pluralism and respect. It
is also one of the best things I’ve read about the contribution of great literature to ethical
thought.’—Martha Nussbaum, Ernst Freund Distinguished Service Professor of Law and Ethics,
University of Chicago‘Gurcharan Das is the rare author who can speak to businessmen, modern-
day savants and the uninitiated. This book is a scholarly discussion of the intellectual framework
of the subtleties of dharma, as espoused by the Mahabharata. It brings out Gurcharan Das at his
intellectual best. A must-read to resolve the moral dilemmas of life.’—N.R. Narayana Murthy,
Chairman of the Board and Chief Mentor, Infosys Technologies Ltd‘This book is a triple treat. It
provides a subtle reading of episodes in the Mahabharata. It uses those readings to raise
consistently provocative questions about the character of dharma. And it addresses important
questions about the character of our ethical lives . . . It wears its learning lightly, prompting one to
think, and hence it is a pleasure and a provocation.’—Pratap Bhanu Mehta, President, Centre for
Policy Research, New Delhi‘The Difficulty of Being Good is a remarkable tour de force that



connects an ageless philosophical epic to the travails of contemporary society. This book is for
the liberal Hindu who does not want his religion co-opted, for the modern Indian who wants to
build a fair and inclusive society and for the global citizen who is rendered asunder by moral
absolutism. The dharmic challenges we face every day resonate throughout Gurcharan’s book.
Reading this book has been an enriching experience.’—Nandan Nilekani, Chairman, Unique
Identification Authority of India‘The Mahabharata is one of the outstanding achievements of the
human intellect and imagination and Gurcharan Das addresses its moral conflicts based on a
close reading of classical texts and an informed understanding of modern philosophical
arguments, making this book both instructive and enjoyable.’—Andre Bétéille, FBA, Professor
Emeritus of Sociology, University of Delhi‘Gurcharan Das is a delightful story teller. He also
invariably has a point.’—Rajat Kanta Ray, Vice-Chancellor, Visva-Bharati University,
Santiniketan‘Storytelling is an ancient art in India but the stories always had a higher moral
purpose. Gurcharan Das has mastered both the art and the purpose. In this elegantly written
book, he weaves many tales, both personal and epic, to present a moral philosophy for
individuals, corporations, and governments of the twenty-first century.The recent global
economic crisis has revealed deep corruption and lack of moral insight at the highest echelons
of the economy . . . showing that it is difficult to be good, a constant moral struggle exemplified in
the characters of the Mahabharata and in the stories and moral tales narrated with such charm
and force by Gurcharan Das.’—Patrick Olivelle, Chair in the Humanities, Professor of Sanskrit,
University of Texas‘Gurcharan Das’s personal search for dharma in the ancient epic uncovers
buried signposts to a desirable future polity. The Difficulty of Being Good is a significant Indian
contribution to a new, universal Enlightenment that is not Western in origin or character. It is a
delight to read a book that wears its learning so elegantly and presents its arguments with such
panache.’—Sudhir Kakar, author and psychoanalyst‘The book is entertaining and thought-
provoking, and will help many people see connections between the Mahabharata and
contemporary issues—even when they encounter the epic for the first time. It is a book for both
those for whom it has always been part of their cultural memory and for those who are reading
for the first time this critical composition from India’s rich and complex history. It offers insights
and suggestions even for scholars of Indian thought, literature and history.’—Chakravarthi Ram-
Prasad, Professor of Comparative Religion and Philosophy, Lancaster University‘This book has
done the rare thing of successfully invoking the Mahabharata to help address the questions that
one faces in one’s life. Unlike many attempts to make the Mahabharata “relevant” to modern life,
this one takes the text seriously as a historical document and does not gloss over the explicit
uncertainties and uncomfortable ambiguities that the text conveys. It is written in the expository
memoir style that Gurcharan Das used so effectively in India Unbound. The style personalizes
the questions and the quest for answers. It makes the work come alive and holds one’s interest
throughout. The added service that the author provides is to show how the authors of the
Mahabharata engaged in the same sorts of central ethical issues (with sometimes remarkably
similar responses) as Western thinkers both ancient and modern.This book is a work of great



insight. The Sanskritist, the philosopher, and the intelligent lay reader will all benefit from
spending time with this work. There are few works on classical Indian thought for which this is
true. Das is to be congratulated for so effectively speaking to such diverse audiences.’—Richard
W. Lariviere, Professor of Sanskrit and Provost and Vice Chancellor, University of Kansas‘It took
me on a huge intellectual and emotional journey. And with Gurcharan Das as guide, even familiar
paths seemed to lead through fresh landscapes . . . The secular humanism and intellectual
humility that shines through this beautiful book shows that—along with everything else—the
Mahabharata can provide just what the modern world needs. Das’s rehabilitation of Yudhishthira
is inspiring . . . showing convincingly that [others] misunderstand his role. I came away feeling
more whole.’—Dr Ian Proudfoot, Sanskrit scholar, Australian National UniversityFor my two
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RENDERING SANSKRIT INTO ENGLISHI like to show off my learning as much as the next
person but since this book is for a wider audience I have tried to be reader-friendly in rendering
Sanskrit words into English. Scholars traditionally use daunting diacritical marks to distinguish
between long and short vowels in Sanskrit. I have dispensed with these irritations. Sanskrit also
employs three forms of ‘s’ and in the interest of simplicity I have reduced them simply to ‘sh’ and
‘s’. Thus, I have rendered, for example, the transliterated ‘Ka’ of the scholars as the more familiar
‘Krishna’. However, when quoting a scholar in the notes, I had to naturally stick to the original
transliterated words. Occasionally, I had to break this rule when distinguishing in the text
between two apparently identical words, such as Krishna, the god, and Krisn, the epithet of
Draupadi (the long ‘a’ at the end denoting the feminine).I was tempted to drop the final short ‘a’
of Sanskrit as modern Indian languages tend to. Thus, Krishna becomes ‘Krishan’, Arjuna
becomes ‘Arjun’, Dharma becomes ‘Dharam’ and Hastinapura becomes ‘Hastinapur’. This is
how Indian readers know the epic names. However, I decided against this for I felt that the
Mahabharata is, after all, a Sanskrit text and it would take something away from its epic
quality.To avoid cluttering the text with italics I also made the practical decision of not italicizing
the most frequently used Sanskrit words. These words are dharma, karma, brahmin and
kshatriya. I have also preferred not to translate ‘dharma’ and ‘kshatriya’ as van Buitenen did and



fell far short of the mark. Dharma, in any case, is at the heart of the poem; it is not only
untranslatable, but the Mahabharata’s characters are still trying to figure it out at the epic’s end.A
NOTE ON RENDERING SANSKRIT INTO ENGLISHI like to show off my learning as much as
the next person but since this book is for a wider audience I have tried to be reader-friendly in
rendering Sanskrit words into English. Scholars traditionally use daunting diacritical marks to
distinguish between long and short vowels in Sanskrit. I have dispensed with these irritations.
Sanskrit also employs three forms of ‘s’ and in the interest of simplicity I have reduced them
simply to ‘sh’ and ‘s’. Thus, I have rendered, for example, the transliterated ‘Ka’ of the scholars
as the more familiar ‘Krishna’. However, when quoting a scholar in the notes, I had to naturally
stick to the original transliterated words. Occasionally, I had to break this rule when
distinguishing in the text between two apparently identical words, such as Krishna, the god, and
Krisn, the epithet of Draupadi (the long ‘a’ at the end denoting the feminine).I was tempted to
drop the final short ‘a’ of Sanskrit as modern Indian languages tend to. Thus, Krishna becomes
‘Krishan’, Arjuna becomes ‘Arjun’, Dharma becomes ‘Dharam’ and Hastinapura becomes
‘Hastinapur’. This is how Indian readers know the epic names. However, I decided against this
for I felt that the Mahabharata is, after all, a Sanskrit text and it would take something away from
its epic quality.To avoid cluttering the text with italics I also made the practical decision of not
italicizing the most frequently used Sanskrit words. These words are dharma, karma, brahmin
and kshatriya. I have also preferred not to translate ‘dharma’ and ‘kshatriya’ as van Buitenen did
and fell far short of the mark. Dharma, in any case, is at the heart of the poem; it is not only
untranslatable, but the Mahabharata’s characters are still trying to figure it out at the epic’s
end.THE CENTRAL STORY OF THE MAHABHARATAThe Mahabharata is the story of a futile
and terrible war of annihilation between the children of two brothers of the Bharata clan. Set in
and around Hastinapura, ‘elephant city’, in the fertile region around modern-day Delhi, it
recounts the rivalry between the Pandavas, the five sons of Pandu, and the Kauravas, the
hundred sons of his brother, Dhritarashtra.The conflict begins when Dhritarashtra, the elder of
two princes, is passed over as king because he is blind. Pandu assumes power, but he has been
cursed to die if he has sex. Kunti, his wife, comes to the rescue of the dynasty. When she was
young, she had looked after the ill-tempered sage Durvasa with extraordinary hospitality. He had
rewarded her with a boon—a mantra by which she could invoke any god and have a child by
him. Kunti uses the boon to obtain three sons—Yudhishthira, Bhima and Arjuna—from the gods
Dharma, Vayu and Indra respectively. She also teaches the mantra to Pandu’s second wife,
Madri, who has the younger twins, Nakula and Sahadeva, by the Ashvins (the divine stars of
sunrise and sunset). Despite their divine parentage, the children are called ‘Pandavas’, the sons
of Pandu.After a series of wars, Pandu renounces the throne and becomes a wandering hermit—
leaving Dhritarashtra to rule the imperial city. Soon a rivalry develops over the succession. Prince
Duryodhana, the eldest son of Dhritarashtra, disputes the right of the eldest Pandava,
Yudhishthira, to take over the throne. Angry and vengeful, Duryodhana attempts to assassinate
his cousins, who are forced to flee for their lives. While they are away, the five Pandavas jointly



marry Princess Draupadi and also meet their cousin Krishna, who is God, and who becomes
their friend and companion for life.In the hope of averting conflict, King Dhritarashtra divides the
kingdom, giving the barren half to the Pandavas. Despite their disadvantages, the accomplished
Pandavas work hard and prosper. They rule justly, expand their territories through conquests and
alliances, and build a striking, grand capital called Indraprastha (which some archaeologists
believe is buried under present-day Delhi). Soon they are widely acknowledged to have become
the paramount power. To commemorate his rise to imperial power, Yudhishthira performs the
ancient rajasuya ceremony of consecration where dozens of rulers come laden with expensive
gifts and pay tribute to acknowledge his imperial claim.Intensely envious of his cousins’
success, Duryodhana devises a scheme with his uncle, Shakuni, to usurp their half of the
kingdom in a rigged game of dice. Yudhishthira loses everything, including himself and his
family, in a grand gambling match in the Hastinapura assembly. His wife, Queen Draupadi, is
dragged into the assembly, where Duryodhana’s brother, Duhshasana, attempts to disrobe her.
But an extraordinary thing happens. Each time her dress is being stripped off, another appears,
and this goes on until a pile of clothes is heaped in the middle of the hall.As a compromise, the
Pandavas are allowed to retain their patrimony, provided they go into exile for twelve years and
spend a thirteenth in disguise in society without being discovered. During their wanderings, they
face hardship, encounter sages and enchanted spirits, and have many adventures. In the
thirteenth year, they move to the capital city of the kingdom of Virata, where they have perilous
and hilarious escapades. To avoid being discovered, they assume disguises: Yudhishthira
becomes a dice master at the royal court; Draupadi, the queen’s handmaiden; Bhima, a cook in
the royal kitchen; Nakula, a groom in the stables; Arjuna dresses like a woman and gets the job
of a eunuch to guard the ladies’ chambers and teach the royal women dancing; and Sahadeva
looks after the royal cattle. Duryodhana sends spies to find them, but the Pandavas are
undetected during their year of masquerade.After thirteen years in exile and several attempts on
their lives by the Kauravas, the Pandavas return to reclaim their inheritance. They have fulfilled
the terms of the agreement and now expect the restoration of their kingdom. But Duryodhana
refuses. Elaborate peace negotiations ensue. Krishna personally leads the final embassy to the
court of Hastinapura in a last-ditch effort to broker a peace, hoping that his godly stature and
neutrality (somewhat compromised though it is) will help to reach a settlement between the
warring cousins. But the intractable Duryodhana is unmoved.Krishna tells the Pandavas, ‘War is
the only course left.’ The mood of the epic then changes to dread and foreboding at the
approaching horror of the war. Both sides make furious preparations. Yudhishthira assembles
seven armies against eleven of the Kauravas. All the great kingdoms of the time are allied to one
or the other side.As the war is about to begin, the epic’s focus is on Arjuna, the greatest warrior
of his age, who stands at the head of his troops. His debonair and confident charioteer, Krishna,
halts their chariot between the two armies. As he surveys the field full of his kinsmen, Arjuna is
filled with a strange pity. He puts down his magical Gandiva bow and refuses to fight. Krishna
doesn’t have much success in persuading Arjuna until he resorts to his authority as God. The



awestruck Pandava sees the most amazing sights, and can only say, ‘I salute you. I salute you in
front and from behind and on all sides.’The first ten days of the war are indecisive. The ancient
patriarch of the Bharatas, Bhishma, leads the Kaurava army in repelling the Pandavas
successfully. Bhishma is the eldest son of Shantanu, the Bharata king and ancestor of the
Pandavas and Kauravas. He would have succeeded to the throne had his father not fallen in love
with Satyavati, the daughter of the chief of a tribe of fishermen. As a condition of their marriage,
the bride’s father was adamant that the kingship should descend on Satyavati’s children. To
make his father happy, Bhishma renounced his right to the kingdom and vowed to remain
celibate to avoid potential disputes in succeeding generations.Although he has come out of
retirement, Bhishma begins to decimate the armies of the Pandavas, who realize that their
‘grandfather’ must be eliminated if they are to win. Since Bhishma had told them that he would
never strike a woman—or someone who had been a woman—the Pandavas call upon their ally,
Shikhandi—who had changed her sex—to appear before Bhishma. Seeing him/her, Bhishma
lays down his bow, and Arjuna pierces him with twenty-five arrows. Bhishma falls from his
chariot, not on the ground but on a bed of the arrows with which he had been transfixed.
Because of his remarkable vow of celibacy, Bhishma had received the gift of choosing his time
of death. So, he prefers to lie on his bed of arrows through to the end of the war.After Bhishma’s
death, Drona becomes leader of the Kaurava armies. He has been the revered teacher of martial
arts to both the Pandavas and the Kauravas. Like Bhishma, he accepts his post reluctantly
because of his affection for the Pandavas, especially his favourite pupil, Arjuna. On the twelfth
day of the war, Drona is able to divert Arjuna to the southern end of the battlefield, and he
creates an impenetrable military formation, the chakra vyuha, in the form of a lotus-like circular
array. In it, he places the greatest Kaurava warriors, and they advance menacingly against
Yudhishthira.The only one in the Pandava forces besides Arjuna who knows how to penetrate
the chakra vyuha is his sixteen-year-old son, Abhimanyu. Yudhishthira turns to him, but the
young warrior warns his uncle, ‘My father taught me how to enter but not how to come out.’
Abhimanyu’s arrowhead pierces the chakra vyuha, and he smashes his way in. Once he is
inside, powerful Jayadratha, ruler of Sindhu, quickly moves his troops and seals the breach.
Bhima and the others are unable to enter, and Abhimanyu is trapped behind enemy lines. The
boy fights valiantly, single-handedly causing so much destruction that Duryodhana is frightened.
It takes the top six Kaurava generals (including Karna, Drona, Kripa and Ashwatthama) to
subdue the ‘lion’s cub’.When Arjuna hears of his son’s death, he weeps bitterly, blaming himself
for not teaching the boy how to exit the military formation. He vows to kill Jayadratha before
sunset the next day—if not, he says, he will immolate himself. Krishna censures him for this rash
oath. On the following day, Arjuna rages over the battlefield, inflicting terrible losses on the
enemy. But he makes no headway against Jayadratha, who is well guarded. Finally, he reaches
Jayadratha at the end of the day. But it is too late—he must still subdue six warriors who are
protecting Jayadratha—an impossible task in the few minutes before sunset. Krishna saves the
day—he plays a trick on the king of Sindhu, making him believe that the sun has set. Jayadratha



lets down his guard and Arjuna pierces him with a fierce arrow.Krishna also kills Drona through
trickery. He advises the Pandavas to kill an elephant named Ashwatthama—also the name of
Drona’s son—and spread the word about his death. When Drona encounters Yudhishthira, he
asks if the rumour is true; Yudhishthira replies that Ashwatthama—he says ‘elephant’ under his
breath—is indeed dead. Hearing this, Drona lays down his weapons, assumes a yogic posture,
and Dhrishtadyumna, Draupadi’s brother, cuts off his head. This is the only time that
Yudhishthira told what was understood as a lie, and his chariot, which always moved slightly
above the ground, sinks to the earth.After Drona, Duryodhana appoints Karna as commander-in-
chief of the Kauravas on the sixteenth day of the war. Unknown to the Pandavas, Karna is the
eldest son of Kunti, their mother, and the sun god. Long before her marriage to Pandu, she had
accidentally invoked the god through a boon, and found herself with an unwanted child, which
was born with protective armour and earrings of immortality. Ashamed and desperate to hide her
affair, Kunti set the infant afloat on a river, praying for his safety. Adhiratha, a charioteer, picked
up the baby and took it home to his childless wife, Radha, who brought him up with great
affection. Although he grows up a charioteer’s son, the prince by birth acquires extraordinary
martial skills and yearns to be a champion warrior. At a tournament of princes, he challenges
Arjuna, but is disqualified because of his low birth. Duryodhana, however, is delighted to
discover someone who can match Arjuna. From that day he makes Karna a lifelong ally and
friend.The lowly epithet, ‘charioteer’s son’, nevertheless continues to dog him. Karna vies for
Draupadi’s hand at her swayamvara, where young, ambitious noblemen have come from afar. To
help her decide, Draupadi poses a difficult test—the winner must string an extremely stiff bow
and with it hit a golden target suspended in the sky. All the princes fail except Karna, but the
beautiful and haughty princess rejects him, saying, ‘I do not choose a charioteer!’Krishna
realizes that victory will be difficult with Karna on the opposite side. So he reveals to him the
secret of his royal birth and asks him to defect. As Kunti’s son, he says, Karna is the eldest
‘Pandava’. If he crosses over, he will become king. Knowing his weakness for Draupadi, Krishna
entices him with the prospect of enjoying her—sharing her as a wife with his brothers. This is a
tempting offer. It is his chance to rise from being Duryodhana’s retainer to king of the realm—and
to be acknowledged as a genuine kshatriya or peer. Even so Karna refuses to switch sides,
saying that his ‘real’ parents are the low caste family who have brought him up, not the royal
family to which he had been born.The seventeenth day of the war goes well for the Kauravas.
Karna betters Yudhishthira twice. The tide, however, begins to turn in the afternoon. Just before
sundown, the epic’s two greatest heroes meet. Karna shoots a dazzling arrow that is spitting fire,
at Arjuna’s head. Krishna presses down their chariot in the nick of time. The arrow misses
Arjuna’s head but knocks off his crown. As Arjuna gets ready to retaliate, the left wheel of
Karna’s chariot gets stuck in the bloody mire of the ground. As he descends to lift it out, Karna
reminds Arjuna that the rules of battle do not permit an enemy to strike a warrior who is not
prepared. Arjuna hesitates but Krishna urges him on, ‘Waste no more time, go on, shoot . . .’
Arjuna lets loose his Anjalika weapon at the helpless Karna, striking him on the head—‘the



beautiful head, with a face that resembled a lotus of a thousand petals fell down on the earth like
the thousand rayed sun at the close of the day’. Once again, the Pandavas have won
unfairly.The war is almost over now. All the great warriors on the Kaurava side are dead. In
despair, Duryodhana leaves the battlefield and hides in a lake nearby. The Pandavas manage to
find him and choose Bhima to fight the last duel. As the duel begins, Krishna doubts if Bhima will
be able to defeat his adversary in a fair fight—he will need some sort of dodge. Arjuna gets the
point, and slaps his left thigh, signalling to Bhima to strike a blow, unfairly, below the navel.
Bhima hurls his mace at Duryodhana’s thigh, smashing it.As he lies dying, Duryodhana
enumerates the god Krishna’s many misdeeds, accusing him of perfidy in the way he had all the
Kaurava commanders killed. Krishna’s defence is that once the peace talks failed, and
Duryodhana refused to part with five villages to the Pandavas, the only thing that mattered was
victory for the just side. Krishna now becomes grave and tells the victors: ‘Kauravas were great
warriors and you could not have defeated them in a fair fight. So, I had to use deceit, trickery and
magic on your behalf . . . It is evening, let us go home and rest.’The same night, Ashwatthama,
Drona’s son, vows revenge. Only three Kauravas have survived, and they manage to flee from
the jubilant Pandavas, taking refuge in a forest. Ashwatthama sees a guileful owl swoop down on
crows sleeping in a tree. ‘This owl has tutored me in war,’ he says, and with his companions he
sets off for the victorious camp of the sleeping Pandava armies. They set the camp on fire, and
Ashwatthama slays all the Pandava warriors in an orgy of slaughter. The five Pandava brothers
and Draupadi survive miraculously, but all of Draupadi’s children are killed. Eventually
Ashwatthama is punished for his heinous deed—he has to wander the earth, alone and
anonymous, for three thousand years.The only one who rejoices at Ashwatthama’s act is
Dhritarashtra. When the Pandavas come to console the blind king over the death of his children,
Dhritarashtra rises to embrace Bhima, but Krishna, sensing devious thoughts in the old man,
instantly substitutes an iron image of Bhima. The powerfully built king embraces the statue with
all his desperate strength, and crushes it to pieces. (It was Bhima who had killed his favourite
son, Duryodhana.) Despite the enmity, Yudhishthira behaves magnanimously towards
Dhritarashtra after the devastating eighteen-day war.A sense of horror and melancholy
dominates the victors’ mood. Almost everyone is dead and there is no joy in ruling over an empty
kingdom. Yudhishthira, in particular, is inconsolable. Deeply troubled by the hollowness of a
victory which was achieved by crooked means, he decides to abdicate the throne and retire to
the forest—creating a crisis for the state. Bhishma, the patriarch, lectures the reluctant king on
the dharma of a monarch from his bed of arrows. Yudhishthira is gradually reconciled to the
tragedy of war and to his duty of kingship.The end of the epic is a time of twilight. After ruling for
thirty-six years, the Pandavas feel weary and disillusioned. Krishna dies a banal death. As he is
resting on the bank of a river, a hunter mistakes his foot for a bird, killing him with an arrow. After
that the Pandavas decide that it is time to leave the world. They crown Abhimanyu’s son Parikshit
(Arjuna’s grandson) to continue the dynasty at Hastinapura. The five brothers, along with
Draupadi, set out for the ‘city of the gods’ in the Himalayas. On the way, they fall one by one,



except Yudhishthira, who alone reaches heaven.THE CENTRAL STORY OF THE
MAHABHARATAThe Mahabharata is the story of a futile and terrible war of annihilation between
the children of two brothers of the Bharata clan. Set in and around Hastinapura, ‘elephant city’,
in the fertile region around modern-day Delhi, it recounts the rivalry between the Pandavas, the
five sons of Pandu, and the Kauravas, the hundred sons of his brother, Dhritarashtra.The conflict
begins when Dhritarashtra, the elder of two princes, is passed over as king because he is blind.
Pandu assumes power, but he has been cursed to die if he has sex. Kunti, his wife, comes to the
rescue of the dynasty. When she was young, she had looked after the ill-tempered sage Durvasa
with extraordinary hospitality. He had rewarded her with a boon—a mantra by which she could
invoke any god and have a child by him. Kunti uses the boon to obtain three sons—Yudhishthira,
Bhima and Arjuna—from the gods Dharma, Vayu and Indra respectively. She also teaches the
mantra to Pandu’s second wife, Madri, who has the younger twins, Nakula and Sahadeva, by the
Ashvins (the divine stars of sunrise and sunset). Despite their divine parentage, the children are
called ‘Pandavas’, the sons of Pandu.After a series of wars, Pandu renounces the throne and
becomes a wandering hermit—leaving Dhritarashtra to rule the imperial city. Soon a rivalry
develops over the succession. Prince Duryodhana, the eldest son of Dhritarashtra, disputes the
right of the eldest Pandava, Yudhishthira, to take over the throne. Angry and vengeful,
Duryodhana attempts to assassinate his cousins, who are forced to flee for their lives. While they
are away, the five Pandavas jointly marry Princess Draupadi and also meet their cousin Krishna,
who is God, and who becomes their friend and companion for life.In the hope of averting
conflict, King Dhritarashtra divides the kingdom, giving the barren half to the Pandavas. Despite
their disadvantages, the accomplished Pandavas work hard and prosper. They rule justly,
expand their territories through conquests and alliances, and build a striking, grand capital
called Indraprastha (which some archaeologists believe is buried under present-day Delhi).
Soon they are widely acknowledged to have become the paramount power. To commemorate
his rise to imperial power, Yudhishthira performs the ancient rajasuya ceremony of consecration
where dozens of rulers come laden with expensive gifts and pay tribute to acknowledge his
imperial claim.Intensely envious of his cousins’ success, Duryodhana devises a scheme with his
uncle, Shakuni, to usurp their half of the kingdom in a rigged game of dice. Yudhishthira loses
everything, including himself and his family, in a grand gambling match in the Hastinapura
assembly. His wife, Queen Draupadi, is dragged into the assembly, where Duryodhana’s brother,
Duhshasana, attempts to disrobe her. But an extraordinary thing happens. Each time her dress
is being stripped off, another appears, and this goes on until a pile of clothes is heaped in the
middle of the hall.As a compromise, the Pandavas are allowed to retain their patrimony, provided
they go into exile for twelve years and spend a thirteenth in disguise in society without being
discovered. During their wanderings, they face hardship, encounter sages and enchanted spirits,
and have many adventures. In the thirteenth year, they move to the capital city of the kingdom of
Virata, where they have perilous and hilarious escapades. To avoid being discovered, they
assume disguises: Yudhishthira becomes a dice master at the royal court; Draupadi, the queen’s



handmaiden; Bhima, a cook in the royal kitchen; Nakula, a groom in the stables; Arjuna dresses
like a woman and gets the job of a eunuch to guard the ladies’ chambers and teach the royal
women dancing; and Sahadeva looks after the royal cattle. Duryodhana sends spies to find
them, but the Pandavas are undetected during their year of masquerade.After thirteen years in
exile and several attempts on their lives by the Kauravas, the Pandavas return to reclaim their
inheritance. They have fulfilled the terms of the agreement and now expect the restoration of
their kingdom. But Duryodhana refuses. Elaborate peace negotiations ensue. Krishna personally
leads the final embassy to the court of Hastinapura in a last-ditch effort to broker a peace,
hoping that his godly stature and neutrality (somewhat compromised though it is) will help to
reach a settlement between the warring cousins. But the intractable Duryodhana is
unmoved.Krishna tells the Pandavas, ‘War is the only course left.’ The mood of the epic then
changes to dread and foreboding at the approaching horror of the war. Both sides make furious
preparations. Yudhishthira assembles seven armies against eleven of the Kauravas. All the great
kingdoms of the time are allied to one or the other side.As the war is about to begin, the epic’s
focus is on Arjuna, the greatest warrior of his age, who stands at the head of his troops. His
debonair and confident charioteer, Krishna, halts their chariot between the two armies. As he
surveys the field full of his kinsmen, Arjuna is filled with a strange pity. He puts down his magical
Gandiva bow and refuses to fight. Krishna doesn’t have much success in persuading Arjuna until
he resorts to his authority as God. The awestruck Pandava sees the most amazing sights, and
can only say, ‘I salute you. I salute you in front and from behind and on all sides.’The first ten
days of the war are indecisive. The ancient patriarch of the Bharatas, Bhishma, leads the
Kaurava army in repelling the Pandavas successfully. Bhishma is the eldest son of Shantanu, the
Bharata king and ancestor of the Pandavas and Kauravas. He would have succeeded to the
throne had his father not fallen in love with Satyavati, the daughter of the chief of a tribe of
fishermen. As a condition of their marriage, the bride’s father was adamant that the kingship
should descend on Satyavati’s children. To make his father happy, Bhishma renounced his right
to the kingdom and vowed to remain celibate to avoid potential disputes in succeeding
generations.Although he has come out of retirement, Bhishma begins to decimate the armies of
the Pandavas, who realize that their ‘grandfather’ must be eliminated if they are to win. Since
Bhishma had told them that he would never strike a woman—or someone who had been a
woman—the Pandavas call upon their ally, Shikhandi—who had changed her sex—to appear
before Bhishma. Seeing him/her, Bhishma lays down his bow, and Arjuna pierces him with
twenty-five arrows. Bhishma falls from his chariot, not on the ground but on a bed of the arrows
with which he had been transfixed. Because of his remarkable vow of celibacy, Bhishma had
received the gift of choosing his time of death. So, he prefers to lie on his bed of arrows through
to the end of the war.After Bhishma’s death, Drona becomes leader of the Kaurava armies. He
has been the revered teacher of martial arts to both the Pandavas and the Kauravas. Like
Bhishma, he accepts his post reluctantly because of his affection for the Pandavas, especially
his favourite pupil, Arjuna. On the twelfth day of the war, Drona is able to divert Arjuna to the



southern end of the battlefield, and he creates an impenetrable military formation, the chakra
vyuha, in the form of a lotus-like circular array. In it, he places the greatest Kaurava warriors, and
they advance menacingly against Yudhishthira.The only one in the Pandava forces besides
Arjuna who knows how to penetrate the chakra vyuha is his sixteen-year-old son, Abhimanyu.
Yudhishthira turns to him, but the young warrior warns his uncle, ‘My father taught me how to
enter but not how to come out.’ Abhimanyu’s arrowhead pierces the chakra vyuha, and he
smashes his way in. Once he is inside, powerful Jayadratha, ruler of Sindhu, quickly moves his
troops and seals the breach. Bhima and the others are unable to enter, and Abhimanyu is
trapped behind enemy lines. The boy fights valiantly, single-handedly causing so much
destruction that Duryodhana is frightened. It takes the top six Kaurava generals (including
Karna, Drona, Kripa and Ashwatthama) to subdue the ‘lion’s cub’.When Arjuna hears of his
son’s death, he weeps bitterly, blaming himself for not teaching the boy how to exit the military
formation. He vows to kill Jayadratha before sunset the next day—if not, he says, he will
immolate himself. Krishna censures him for this rash oath. On the following day, Arjuna rages
over the battlefield, inflicting terrible losses on the enemy. But he makes no headway against
Jayadratha, who is well guarded. Finally, he reaches Jayadratha at the end of the day. But it is
too late—he must still subdue six warriors who are protecting Jayadratha—an impossible task in
the few minutes before sunset. Krishna saves the day—he plays a trick on the king of Sindhu,
making him believe that the sun has set. Jayadratha lets down his guard and Arjuna pierces him
with a fierce arrow.Krishna also kills Drona through trickery. He advises the Pandavas to kill an
elephant named Ashwatthama—also the name of Drona’s son—and spread the word about his
death. When Drona encounters Yudhishthira, he asks if the rumour is true; Yudhishthira replies
that Ashwatthama—he says ‘elephant’ under his breath—is indeed dead. Hearing this, Drona
lays down his weapons, assumes a yogic posture, and Dhrishtadyumna, Draupadi’s brother,
cuts off his head. This is the only time that Yudhishthira told what was understood as a lie, and
his chariot, which always moved slightly above the ground, sinks to the earth.After Drona,
Duryodhana appoints Karna as commander-in-chief of the Kauravas on the sixteenth day of the
war. Unknown to the Pandavas, Karna is the eldest son of Kunti, their mother, and the sun god.
Long before her marriage to Pandu, she had accidentally invoked the god through a boon, and
found herself with an unwanted child, which was born with protective armour and earrings of
immortality. Ashamed and desperate to hide her affair, Kunti set the infant afloat on a river,
praying for his safety. Adhiratha, a charioteer, picked up the baby and took it home to his
childless wife, Radha, who brought him up with great affection. Although he grows up a
charioteer’s son, the prince by birth acquires extraordinary martial skills and yearns to be a
champion warrior. At a tournament of princes, he challenges Arjuna, but is disqualified because
of his low birth. Duryodhana, however, is delighted to discover someone who can match Arjuna.
From that day he makes Karna a lifelong ally and friend.The lowly epithet, ‘charioteer’s son’,
nevertheless continues to dog him. Karna vies for Draupadi’s hand at her swayamvara, where
young, ambitious noblemen have come from afar. To help her decide, Draupadi poses a difficult



test—the winner must string an extremely stiff bow and with it hit a golden target suspended in
the sky. All the princes fail except Karna, but the beautiful and haughty princess rejects him,
saying, ‘I do not choose a charioteer!’Krishna realizes that victory will be difficult with Karna on
the opposite side. So he reveals to him the secret of his royal birth and asks him to defect. As
Kunti’s son, he says, Karna is the eldest ‘Pandava’. If he crosses over, he will become king.
Knowing his weakness for Draupadi, Krishna entices him with the prospect of enjoying her—
sharing her as a wife with his brothers. This is a tempting offer. It is his chance to rise from being
Duryodhana’s retainer to king of the realm—and to be acknowledged as a genuine kshatriya or
peer. Even so Karna refuses to switch sides, saying that his ‘real’ parents are the low caste
family who have brought him up, not the royal family to which he had been born.The seventeenth
day of the war goes well for the Kauravas. Karna betters Yudhishthira twice. The tide, however,
begins to turn in the afternoon. Just before sundown, the epic’s two greatest heroes meet. Karna
shoots a dazzling arrow that is spitting fire, at Arjuna’s head. Krishna presses down their chariot
in the nick of time. The arrow misses Arjuna’s head but knocks off his crown. As Arjuna gets
ready to retaliate, the left wheel of Karna’s chariot gets stuck in the bloody mire of the ground. As
he descends to lift it out, Karna reminds Arjuna that the rules of battle do not permit an enemy to
strike a warrior who is not prepared. Arjuna hesitates but Krishna urges him on, ‘Waste no more
time, go on, shoot . . .’ Arjuna lets loose his Anjalika weapon at the helpless Karna, striking him
on the head—‘the beautiful head, with a face that resembled a lotus of a thousand petals fell
down on the earth like the thousand rayed sun at the close of the day’. Once again, the
Pandavas have won unfairly.The war is almost over now. All the great warriors on the Kaurava
side are dead. In despair, Duryodhana leaves the battlefield and hides in a lake nearby. The
Pandavas manage to find him and choose Bhima to fight the last duel. As the duel begins,
Krishna doubts if Bhima will be able to defeat his adversary in a fair fight—he will need some
sort of dodge. Arjuna gets the point, and slaps his left thigh, signalling to Bhima to strike a blow,
unfairly, below the navel. Bhima hurls his mace at Duryodhana’s thigh, smashing it.As he lies
dying, Duryodhana enumerates the god Krishna’s many misdeeds, accusing him of perfidy in
the way he had all the Kaurava commanders killed. Krishna’s defence is that once the peace
talks failed, and Duryodhana refused to part with five villages to the Pandavas, the only thing that
mattered was victory for the just side. Krishna now becomes grave and tells the victors:
‘Kauravas were great warriors and you could not have defeated them in a fair fight. So, I had to
use deceit, trickery and magic on your behalf . . . It is evening, let us go home and rest.’The same
night, Ashwatthama, Drona’s son, vows revenge. Only three Kauravas have survived, and they
manage to flee from the jubilant Pandavas, taking refuge in a forest. Ashwatthama sees a
guileful owl swoop down on crows sleeping in a tree. ‘This owl has tutored me in war,’ he says,
and with his companions he sets off for the victorious camp of the sleeping Pandava armies.
They set the camp on fire, and Ashwatthama slays all the Pandava warriors in an orgy of
slaughter. The five Pandava brothers and Draupadi survive miraculously, but all of Draupadi’s
children are killed. Eventually Ashwatthama is punished for his heinous deed—he has to wander



the earth, alone and anonymous, for three thousand years.The only one who rejoices at
Ashwatthama’s act is Dhritarashtra. When the Pandavas come to console the blind king over the
death of his children, Dhritarashtra rises to embrace Bhima, but Krishna, sensing devious
thoughts in the old man, instantly substitutes an iron image of Bhima. The powerfully built king
embraces the statue with all his desperate strength, and crushes it to pieces. (It was Bhima who
had killed his favourite son, Duryodhana.) Despite the enmity, Yudhishthira behaves
magnanimously towards Dhritarashtra after the devastating eighteen-day war.A sense of horror
and melancholy dominates the victors’ mood. Almost everyone is dead and there is no joy in
ruling over an empty kingdom. Yudhishthira, in particular, is inconsolable. Deeply troubled by the
hollowness of a victory which was achieved by crooked means, he decides to abdicate the
throne and retire to the forest—creating a crisis for the state. Bhishma, the patriarch, lectures the
reluctant king on the dharma of a monarch from his bed of arrows. Yudhishthira is gradually
reconciled to the tragedy of war and to his duty of kingship.The end of the epic is a time of
twilight. After ruling for thirty-six years, the Pandavas feel weary and disillusioned. Krishna dies a
banal death. As he is resting on the bank of a river, a hunter mistakes his foot for a bird, killing
him with an arrow. After that the Pandavas decide that it is time to leave the world. They crown
Abhimanyu’s son Parikshit (Arjuna’s grandson) to continue the dynasty at Hastinapura. The five
brothers, along with Draupadi, set out for the ‘city of the gods’ in the Himalayas. On the way, they
fall one by one, except Yudhishthira, who alone reaches heaven.DRAMATIS PERSONAE(In
alphabetical order)Abhimanyu, son of Arjuna and SubhadraAdhiratha, adoptive father of
KarnaArjuna, son of Pandu and Kunti, fathered by the god IndraAshwatthama, son of
DronaBharata, son of Dushyanta and Shakuntala, who gave the name to the dynasty from whom
the Pandavas and the Kauravas are descendedBhima, son of Pandu and Kunti, fathered by
Vayu (the wind god)Bhishma, son of Shantanu and Ganga, great-uncle of the Pandavas and
KauravasDharma, the god Dharma, father of YudhishthiraDhrishtadyumna, son of Drupada,
brother of DraupadiDhritarashtra, father of the Kauravas, husband of Gandhari, brother of
Pandu; fathered by Vyasa by levirate (with Ambika)Draupadi, daughter of Drupada, wife of the
PandavasDrona, teacher of the Pandavas and KauravasDrupada, king of Panchala, father of
Dhrishtadyumna and DraupadiDuhshasana, second son of DhritarashtraDuryodhana, eldest
son and heir of Dhritarashtra; also called SuyodhanaGanga, the river Ganges, mother of
BhishmaGandhari, princess of Gandhara, wife of Dhritarashtra, mother of the
KauravasJanamejaya, great-grandson of Arjuna, at whose snake sacrifice the Mahabharata is
narratedKarna, son of Kunti by the sun god, adopted by the charioteer Adhiratha and
RadhaKaurava, any descendant of Kuru, but specifically the children of DhritarashtraKripa,
teacher of the Kauravas and PandavasKrishna, son of the Vrishni king Vasudeva by Devaki;
brother of Subhadra, Arjuna’s second wifeKunti, Pandu’s wife, mother of the three Pandavas,
Yudhishthira, Arjuna and BhimaKuru, ancestor of the Bharatas, eponym of the KauravasMadri,
Pandu’s second wife, who bore him Nakula and Sahadeva by the Ashvins; she cremated herself
with Pandu, entrusting her children to KuntiNakula, son of Pandu by Madri, fathered by the



AshvinsPandava, the five sons of PanduPandu, father of the Pandavas; husband of Kunti,
brother of Dhritarashtra; fathered by Vyasa by levirate (with Ambalika)Parikshit, son of
Abhimanyu by Uttara; grandson of Arjuna; father of JanamejayaRadha, foster mother of
KarnaSahadeva, youngest of the Pandavas, son of Pandu and Madri; fathered by the
AshvinsShakuni, son of the Gandhara king Subala, brother of Gandhari, maternal uncle of
Duryodhana and the Kauravas; also called SaubalaShantanu, great-grandfather of the
Pandavas and Kauravas; grandfather of Pandu and Dhritarashtra; father of Bhishma (with
Ganga); husband of SatyavatiShikhandi, daughter of Drupada, later became a man; ally of the
PandavasSubhadra, daughter of Vasudeva and sister of Krishna; wife of ArjunaVidura, adviser
to Dhritarashtra, son of Vyasa by a commoner, uncle of the Pandavas and KauravasVikarna, a
son of DhritarashtraVyasa, epithet of Krishna Dvaipayana, legendary author of the Mahabharata:
premarital son of Satyavati; by levirate, father of Dhritarashtra (by Ambika), Pandu (by Ambalika),
and Vidura (by a commoner)Yudhishthira, eldest son of Kunti, fathered by Dharma; heir of
Pandu; also called AjatshatruDRAMATIS PERSONAE(In alphabetical order)Abhimanyu, son of
Arjuna and SubhadraAdhiratha, adoptive father of KarnaArjuna, son of Pandu and Kunti,
fathered by the god IndraAshwatthama, son of DronaBharata, son of Dushyanta and
Shakuntala, who gave the name to the dynasty from whom the Pandavas and the Kauravas are
descendedBhima, son of Pandu and Kunti, fathered by Vayu (the wind god)Bhishma, son of
Shantanu and Ganga, great-uncle of the Pandavas and KauravasDharma, the god Dharma,
father of YudhishthiraDhrishtadyumna, son of Drupada, brother of DraupadiDhritarashtra, father
of the Kauravas, husband of Gandhari, brother of Pandu; fathered by Vyasa by levirate (with
Ambika)Draupadi, daughter of Drupada, wife of the PandavasDrona, teacher of the Pandavas
and KauravasDrupada, king of Panchala, father of Dhrishtadyumna and DraupadiDuhshasana,
second son of DhritarashtraDuryodhana, eldest son and heir of Dhritarashtra; also called
SuyodhanaGanga, the river Ganges, mother of BhishmaGandhari, princess of Gandhara, wife of
Dhritarashtra, mother of the KauravasJanamejaya, great-grandson of Arjuna, at whose snake
sacrifice the Mahabharata is narratedKarna, son of Kunti by the sun god, adopted by the
charioteer Adhiratha and RadhaKaurava, any descendant of Kuru, but specifically the children of
DhritarashtraKripa, teacher of the Kauravas and PandavasKrishna, son of the Vrishni king
Vasudeva by Devaki; brother of Subhadra, Arjuna’s second wifeKunti, Pandu’s wife, mother of
the three Pandavas, Yudhishthira, Arjuna and BhimaKuru, ancestor of the Bharatas, eponym of
the KauravasMadri, Pandu’s second wife, who bore him Nakula and Sahadeva by the Ashvins;
she cremated herself with Pandu, entrusting her children to KuntiNakula, son of Pandu by Madri,
fathered by the AshvinsPandava, the five sons of PanduPandu, father of the Pandavas; husband
of Kunti, brother of Dhritarashtra; fathered by Vyasa by levirate (with Ambalika)Parikshit, son of
Abhimanyu by Uttara; grandson of Arjuna; father of JanamejayaRadha, foster mother of
KarnaSahadeva, youngest of the Pandavas, son of Pandu and Madri; fathered by the
AshvinsShakuni, son of the Gandhara king Subala, brother of Gandhari, maternal uncle of
Duryodhana and the Kauravas; also called SaubalaShantanu, great-grandfather of the



Pandavas and Kauravas; grandfather of Pandu and Dhritarashtra; father of Bhishma (with
Ganga); husband of SatyavatiShikhandi, daughter of Drupada, later became a man; ally of the
PandavasSubhadra, daughter of Vasudeva and sister of Krishna; wife of ArjunaVidura, adviser
to Dhritarashtra, son of Vyasa by a commoner, uncle of the Pandavas and KauravasVikarna, a
son of DhritarashtraVyasa, epithet of Krishna Dvaipayana, legendary author of the Mahabharata:
premarital son of Satyavati; by levirate, father of Dhritarashtra (by Ambika), Pandu (by Ambalika),
and Vidura (by a commoner)Yudhishthira, eldest son of Kunti, fathered by Dharma; heir of
Pandu; also called AjatshatruGENEALOGICAL TABLEGENEALOGICAL
TABLECHRONOLOGYc. 2500–1500 BC*Indus Valley civilizationc.1500 BCRig Veda is
composedc.1200–900 BCYajur Veda, Sama Veda, Atharva Vedac.950 BCKurukshetra War in
the Mahabharata probably takes placec. 650–400 BCEarly Upanishads are composedc.483
BCDeath of Gautama, the Buddhac.468 BCDeath of Mahavira, the founder of Jainismc.400 BC–
300 ADMahabharata is composed (according to conventional scholarly wisdom; I prefer the
dating of 150 BC–0 AD)c. 300–100 BCDharma texts (Dharma Sutras) are composed327–25
BCAlexander the Great invades Punjab, Indiac.324 BCChandragupta founds the Maurya
dynasty (324–185 BC)c. 265–232 BCAshoka reignsc.200 BC–200 ADRamayana is
composedc.185 BCPushyamitra founds the Shunga dynasty (185–73 BC)c.100 AD*Manu
composes his famous text on dharmac.320–550 ADGupta dynasty rules from Pataliputra
(Patna)c. 400 ADKalidasa writes the play Shakuntala based on a story in the Mahabharata788–
820 ADShankara, philosopher, writes a commentary on the Gita820–890 ADAnandavardhana,
Kashmiri author, comments on the Mahabharata’s aestheticsc.1650–1670Nilakantha
Chaturdhara’s vulgate text and commentary on the
Mahabharata___________________________*Note: Although it is increasingly politically
correct to use BCE/CE instead of BC/AD in textbooks in the USA and UK, I have retained the
old-fashioned (albeit Christian) designation of BC/AD since many readers are still not familiar
with the former. BCE stands for ‘Before Christian Era’ or ‘Before Common Era’ and is a substitute
for BC or ‘Before Christ’. CE stands for ‘Common Era’ or ‘Christian Era’ and replaces AD or
‘Anno Domini’ (‘in the year of the Lord’). Both usages refer to identical dates based on the
globally accepted Gregorian calendar.CHRONOLOGYc. 2500–1500 BC*Indus Valley
civilizationc.1500 BCRig Veda is composedc.1200–900 BCYajur Veda, Sama Veda, Atharva
Vedac.950 BCKurukshetra War in the Mahabharata probably takes placec. 650–400 BCEarly
Upanishads are composedc.483 BCDeath of Gautama, the Buddhac.468 BCDeath of Mahavira,
the founder of Jainismc.400 BC–300 ADMahabharata is composed (according to conventional
scholarly wisdom; I prefer the dating of 150 BC–0 AD)c. 300–100 BCDharma texts (Dharma
Sutras) are composed327–25 BCAlexander the Great invades Punjab, Indiac.324
BCChandragupta founds the Maurya dynasty (324–185 BC)c. 265–232 BCAshoka reignsc.200
BC–200 ADRamayana is composedc.185 BCPushyamitra founds the Shunga dynasty (185–73
BC)c.100 AD*Manu composes his famous text on dharmac.320–550 ADGupta dynasty rules
from Pataliputra (Patna)c. 400 ADKalidasa writes the play Shakuntala based on a story in the



Mahabharata788–820 ADShankara, philosopher, writes a commentary on the Gita820–890
ADAnandavardhana, Kashmiri author, comments on the Mahabharata’s aestheticsc.1650–
1670Nilakantha Chaturdhara’s vulgate text and commentary on the Mahabharatac. 2500–1500
BC*Indus Valley civilizationc.1500 BCRig Veda is composedc.1200–900 BCYajur Veda, Sama
Veda, Atharva Vedac.950 BCKurukshetra War in the Mahabharata probably takes placec. 650–
400 BCEarly Upanishads are composedc.483 BCDeath of Gautama, the Buddhac.468
BCDeath of Mahavira, the founder of Jainismc.400 BC–300 ADMahabharata is composed
(according to conventional scholarly wisdom; I prefer the dating of 150 BC–0 AD)c. 300–100
BCDharma texts (Dharma Sutras) are composed327–25 BCAlexander the Great invades
Punjab, Indiac.324 BCChandragupta founds the Maurya dynasty (324–185 BC)c. 265–232
BCAshoka reignsc.200 BC–200 ADRamayana is composedc.185 BCPushyamitra founds the
Shunga dynasty (185–73 BC)c.100 AD*Manu composes his famous text on dharmac.320–550
ADGupta dynasty rules from Pataliputra (Patna)c. 400 ADKalidasa writes the play Shakuntala
based on a story in the Mahabharata788–820 ADShankara, philosopher, writes a commentary
on the Gita820–890 ADAnandavardhana, Kashmiri author, comments on the Mahabharata’s
aestheticsc.1650–1670Nilakantha Chaturdhara’s vulgate text and commentary on the
Mahabharata___________________________*Note: Although it is increasingly politically
correct to use BCE/CE instead of BC/AD in textbooks in the USA and UK, I have retained the
old-fashioned (albeit Christian) designation of BC/AD since many readers are still not familiar
with the former. BCE stands for ‘Before Christian Era’ or ‘Before Common Era’ and is a substitute
for BC or ‘Before Christ’. CE stands for ‘Common Era’ or ‘Christian Era’ and replaces AD or
‘Anno Domini’ (‘in the year of the Lord’). Both usages refer to identical dates based on the
globally accepted Gregorian calendar.PRELUDEI take an academic holidayWhat is here is
found elsewhere.What is not here is nowhere.—Mahabharata I.56.34–35In the spring of 2002 I
decided to take an academic holiday. My wife thought it a strange resolve. She was familiar with
our usual holidays, when we armed ourselves with hats and blue guides and green guides and
trudged up and down over piles of temple stones in faraway places like Khajuraho and Angkor
Wat. She also knew of our visits to our beach house near Alibagh, where we went away with a
dozen books and did nothing else but read. But she was puzzled at the prospect of an academic
holiday.As she moved to get up from her chair, I hastened to explain. I had studied philosophy
and read the great books of the West during college. But I had never read the classics of my own
country. The closest I had come was to take Daniel Ingalls’s Sanskrit classes at Harvard as an
undergraduate.1 Now, forty years later, I yearned to go back and read the texts of classical India,
if not in the original, at least with a scholar of Sanskrit nearby. My wife gave me a sceptical look,
and after a pause she said, ‘It’s a little late in the day for a mid-life crisis, isn’t it?’ I looked at her—
she was still a handsome woman with extremely fine skin. ‘Why don’t we go to the Turkish coast
instead?’ she added.After an absorbing career in multinational companies in six countries, I had
taken early retirement at fifty to become a full-time writer. My wife and I had settled in Delhi,
where I began to write a Sunday column for the Times of India and other newspapers. I travelled



widely across the country in the 1990s and from these travels emerged a book, India Unbound.
In it I wrote about India’s economic rise and concluded that it was increasingly possible to
believe that soon, perhaps for the first time in history, Indians would emerge from a struggle
against want into an age when the large majority would be at ease.Prosperity had indeed begun
to spread across India, but goodness had not. I was angered and troubled in early 2009 by a
scandal that posed a challenge to our conception of worldly success. B. Ramalinga Raju had
built through talent, skill and dedication an outstanding and respected software company, and
then committed the greatest fraud in Indian corporate history by swindling his company of Rs
7,136 crore. As a result, the public—both Indian and foreign investors—had lost around Rs
23,000 crore in the value of their shares, and the 50,000 employees of Satyam faced an
uncertain future.I had met Raju ten years earlier. I had looked him in the eye and I had seen
sincerity, competence and great purpose. Soon after, I had run into one of his customers in the
US and she spoke glowingly about Satyam’s dedication to quality, reliability and integrity. There
is no tribute greater than a satisfied, passionate customer, and it explained to my foggy mind, at
least in part, why India had become the world’s second fastest growing economy. Why should a
person of such palpable achievement, who lacked nothing in life, turn to crime? What was the
nature of moral failure in the case of the investment bankers on Wall Street who brought the
world economy to its knees in 2008? Greed is too easy an answer. There must be more to it.I
wondered if the Sanskrit epic, the Mahabharata, held any answers. The epic is obsessed with
questions of right and wrong—it analyses human failures constantly. Unlike the Greek epics,
where the hero does something wrong and gets on with it, the action stops in the Mahabharata
until every character has weighed in on the moral dilemma from every possible angle. In the
Indian epic, harmony and happiness come to a society only through behaviour based on dharma
—a complex word that means variously virtue, duty and law, but is chiefly concerned with doing
the right thing. Would I be able to recover a meaningful ideal of civic virtue from India’s
foundational text?Moral failure pervaded our public life and hung over it like Delhi’s smog. One
out of five members of the Indian parliament elected in 2004 had criminal charges against him.2
A survey by a Harvard professor had found that one out of every four teachers in government
primary schools is absent and one out of four is simply not teaching.3 A World Bank study found
that two out of five doctors do not show up at state primary health centres and that 69 per cent of
their medicines are stolen.4 A cycle rickshaw driver in Kanpur routinely pays a fifth of his daily
earnings in bribes to the police. A farmer cannot hope to get a clear title to his land without
bribing a revenue official and that too after a humiliating ordeal of countless visits to the revenue
office.In despair, I watched teachers—once revered as gurus and moral guides—fail their
students; and political leaders, who had the duty to uphold the law, become lawbreakers. The
abuse of power is a routine matter in the world’s largest democracy, and the entire political class
has united in recent years in order to prevent political and electoral reform. It was an amazing
spectacle to see the country turning middle class alongside the most appalling governance. In
the midst of a booming private economy, Indians despair over the delivery of the simplest public



goods. Social scientists think of governance failures as a problem of institutions, and the
solution, they say, lies in changing the structure of incentives to enhance accountability. True, but
these failings also have a moral dimension.When I announced my plan to spend the next few
years reading the Mahabharata, my mother, who lived 400 km away at her guru’s ashram by the
river Beas, reminded me that my restlessness was not inappropriate to the third stage of the
Hindu life. Called vanaprastha, literally ‘one who goes to the forest’, such a person spends his
time in reflection and searches for life’s meaning. She said that I was suffering from ‘vanaprastha
melancholy’.In the classical Indian way of life, the first stage is brahmacharya—the period of
adolescence when one is a student and celibate. In the worldly second stage, called garhasthya,
‘householder’, a person produces, procreates, provides security for the family while engaging in
worldly pleasure. At the third stage, one begins to disengage from worldly pursuits, and in the
fourth and final stage, sannyasa, one renounces the world in quest of spiritual release from
human bondage.5My mother had commended my decision to take early retirement so that I
might, as she put it, ‘have a rich and prolonged third stage’. Now that I was speaking about
dharma and my restlessness, she insinuated that I had detached myself insufficiently from
worldly concerns. While I was not expected to become a ‘forest-dweller’, she felt that my mental
makeup remained that of a ‘lowly second stage householder’.I explained in my defence that I
was attracted to the old idea of life’s stages partly because the dharma texts recognized the
value of the second stage, which was the indispensable material basis of civilization. It was
important to remember this in a country that has long been mesmerized by the romantic figure of
‘the renouncer’, even before the Buddha came along.6 My mother, however, was spot on in
recognizing ‘my third stage melancholy’. During my second stage, I had felt as though I was
waking up each morning, going to work, and feeding my family—only to repeat it the following
day, as my children would after me and their children after them. What was the point of it all?
Now in my third stage, I wanted to find a better way to live.Meanwhile, my friends and
acquaintances were incredulous. ‘So, what is this I hear about wanting to go away to read old
books?’ one asked me at a dinner party. ‘Don’t tell me you are going to turn religious on us!’
exclaimed another. My wife began to explain my idea of an ‘academic holiday’ to some of the
guests, who reciprocated with suitable looks of sympathy. ‘Tell us, what books are you planning
to read?’ asked a retired civil servant. A self-proclaimed ‘leftist and secularist’, who had once
been a favourite of former prime minister Indira Gandhi, he had the gruff, domineering accent of
an English aristocrat, not surprising in a former civil servant of the old school. I admitted
reluctantly that I had been thinking of reading the Mahabharata, the Manusmriti, the
Kathopanishad perhaps, and . . .‘Good Lord, man!’ he exclaimed. ‘You haven’t turned saffron,
have you?’The remark upset me. Saffron is, of course, the colour of Hindu right-wing
nationalism, and I wondered what sort of secularism is it that regards the reading of Sanskrit
texts as a political act. I was disturbed that I had to fear the intolerance of my ‘secular’ friends as
much as the bigotry of the Hindu Right, which had become a force in Indian politics over the past
two decades with the rise of the Bharatiya Janata Party.‘Why are you going to read them?’ my



persecutor demanded.‘Well, perhaps, to learn to be good,’ I answered with a weak smile.‘No
such thing as Hindu ethics,’ he scoffed. ‘It all comes down to who you are in the pecking order.
Frankly, it is too passive for my taste—all this non-violence business of Gandhi’s. It’s also too
negative—keeping one’s anger in check, not doing wrong, not injuring. Give me Marx any day—
now that is about changing the world!’Surrounded by narrow and rigid positions on both sides, it
was becoming increasingly difficult to be a ‘liberal Hindu’. The extremism of the ‘secularists’ was
a reaction to the intolerance of the Hindu nationalists who regarded Muslims as their natural
enemies. But the contempt of the secularists for religion per se prevented them from gaining
sympathy. What sort of ideas, I wondered, might help to give meaning to life when one is in the
midst of fundamentalist persons of all kinds who believe that they have a monopoly on truth and
some are even willing to kill to prove that?Hinduism is not a ‘religion’ in the usual sense. It is a
civilization based on a simple metaphysical insight about the unity of the individual and the
universe and has self-development as its objective. It employs innovative mental experiments of
yoga that evolved in the first half of the first millennium BC, and does not have the notion of a
‘chosen people’, or a jealous God; it does not proselytize, does not hunt heretics. It could not be
more different from the great Semitic religions—Christianity, Judaism and Islam.7 Hence, I felt I
could interrogate its texts in order to learn to live a secular life in a better way.I was born a Hindu
in the Punjab and had a Hindu upbringing. Like many in the Indian middle class, I went to an
English medium school that gave me a ‘modern education’. Both my grandfathers belonged to
the Arya Samaj, a reformist sect that had come up in the nineteenth century. My ancestors did
not have the living memory of their own political heritage and this must have been difficult. They
had lived under Muslim rulers since the thirteenth century and had regarded political life as
something filled with deprivation and fear. After the Muslims, they saw the rise of the Sikh
kingdom of Ranjit Singh, and after its collapse around 1850, the powerful British arrived with
Christian missionaries in tow. Thus, three powerful, professedly egalitarian and proselytizing
religions surrounded us—Islam, Sikhism and Christianity. As a result, they were eager to receive
the Gujarati reformer Dayanand Saraswati, who established the Arya Samaj. He advocated a
return to the Vedas, a diminished role for brahmins and vigorous social reform. He ‘modernized’
our Hinduism.‘Arya’ in Sanskrit means ‘noble’ among other things. European scholars in the
nineteenth century took this ancient word from the Vedic texts to propagate a racial theory of
‘Aryan’ origins of Hindu culture and society based on a common Indo–European language
system. We, in the new Punjabi middle class, embraced this idea enthusiastically, for it related
us racially to the European Aryans. The Arya Samaj had a positive side in helping to create a
nationalist sentiment among us for freedom and independence from Britain. In contrast, the
invention of an Aryan race in nineteenth century Europe had tragic consequences, culminating
in the ideology of Nazi Germany.8 Half a century after the Second World War, the word ‘Aryan’
evokes repulsive memories of Nazism and is thoroughly discredited in the West. In India,
however, it has been revived, curiously enough, with the rise of Hindu nationalism and the
ascent of the Bharatiya Janata Party.My father, however, turned away from the Arya Samaj and



became a passionate mystic. When he was studying to be an engineer, he was drawn to a kindly
guru, who taught him the bhakti path of direct union with God through devotion and meditation.
The guru belonged to the Radhasoami sect, descended intellectually from the medieval bhakti
and Sufi traditions of Kabir, Nanak, Rumi and Mirabai. My father found his discourses ‘modern’
for they appealed to his rational, engineer’s temper. His own decision, he once told me, was
made in the scientific spirit of Blaise Pascal’s wager. If you believe in God, Pascal had said, and
He turns out to exist, then you have obviously made a good decision; however, if He does not
exist, and you still believe in Him, you haven’t lost anything; but if you don’t believe in Him and he
does exist, then you are in serious trouble.Amidst this, my maternal grandmother remained a
traditional Hindu in Lyallpur, where I was born. Her dressing room was filled with the images of
her many gods, prominent among them being Krishna and Rama, and she would say in the
same breath that there are millions of gods but only one God. Her gods and goddesses were
symbols of reality rather than reality itself (as the theologian Paul Tillich explained to me in a
class at Harvard), and they helped her to reach one God. Her eclecticism did not stop there. She
would visit the Sikh gurdwara on Mondays and Wednesdays, a Hindu temple on Tuesdays and
Thursdays and she saved Saturdays and Sundays for discourses by holy men, including Muslim
pirs, who were forever visiting our town. In between, she made time for Arya Samaj
ceremonies.Amidst this religious chaos I grew up with a liberal attitude that was a mixture of
scepticism and sympathy for the Hindu way of life. One of its attractive features is of multiple
goals to the good life. The first goal is to come to grips with kama, ‘human desire’. I find it
reassuring that pleasure has a valued place in the good life. A second goal is artha, ‘material
well-being’, which makes sense, for how can one be happy in conditions of extreme deprivation?
A third objective of life is dharma or moral well-being. The final goal is moksha, ‘spiritual
liberation’ from our fragmented, finite and suffering existence. I have always felt that Indians are
sensible, like Aristotle, in believing in multiple paths to a flourishing life.When my wife and I
returned from the dinner party, we did what everyone does. We gossiped about who was there,
who said what, and to whom. I was still smarting from the remark about Hindutva, and I burst out
accusingly, ‘I wish you hadn’t blabbered about my plans! You know what people are like—half of
Delhi will be talking about it in twenty-four hours!’Soon I calmed down, though, and realized that
many Indians thought of classical Sanskrit texts either in religious or political terms. Mine,
however, was a project in self-cultivation. I wanted to know how to live my life and I had a feeling
that the answer might lie in examining the four ends of life. My first book, India Unbound, had
examined the second goal of artha; the next one would be about dharma. I began to feel more
secure about my endeavour—less concerned with what others would say or think about it. My
wife also turned out to be a good sport, and began to see our ‘academic holiday’ as an
opportunity to attend lectures on Renaissance painting and Chinese ceramics while I went off to
read the Sanskrit texts. So, in the fall of 2002, we found ourselves at the University of Chicago.I
was an implausible student—a husband, a father of two grown-up boys, and a taxpayer with
considerably less hair than his peers. Wintry and windy Chicago also seemed an unusual choice



for ‘a forest-dweller’ at life’s third stage. The city of Benares, the home of classical learning in
north India, would have been a more conventional choice. But I did not want to escape into ‘our
great classical past’. I wanted to learn about that past with full consciousness of the present—
and also to learn something about the present in encountering the past.9 Sanskrit pandits in
Benares seemed to me impossibly rigid and they would not have approved of my desire to
‘interrogate’ the texts.It was a stray remark by the poet A.K. Ramanujan that finally pushed me to
Chicago. ‘If you don’t experience eternity at Benares,’ he said, ‘you will at Regenstein.’ He was
referring to the Regenstein Library with its fabulous collection of South Asian texts under the
able stewardship of Jim Nye. Chicago was a logical choice. The University of Chicago had four
Sanskrit scholars—two big names, Sheldon Pollock and Wendy Doniger, both students of
Ingalls, and Sanskrit-knowing Buddhist scholars like Steve Collins, Mathew Kapstein and Dan
Arnold.I had two criteria in mind in selecting a reading list. I wanted a text from each of the major
genres and I wanted it to illuminate one of the four aims of life. When it came to desire,
Kamasutra, the text on erotic love and sex, was the obvious choice. The Arthashastra, a text of
politics and economics, would help me with the second goal of artha. In the epic genre, I chose
the Mahabharata because of dharma—its heroes were more human and fallible, unlike the
Ramayana. The Upanishads were the clear choice for studying the fourth end of moksha. In my
second year I planned to read the Manusmriti, the law book by Manu, which tries to reconcile the
first three ends. The stories from the Kathasaritsagara would instruct me on how to live. To
understand yoga, I would read the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. If there was time, Kalidasa’s
Shakuntala would be my drama text.I wanted to read the texts in Sanskrit, but that would have
needed a lifetime—given my shallow grasp of the language. I was hungry and impatient. So, I
decided on the next best course. I would arrive early in the morning at Regenstein and follow the
drill I had learned from Daniel Ingalls. I would pull out from the shelf a volume of the
Mahabharata’s Critical Edition. With Whitney’s grammar on my right and Apte’s dictionary on my
left, I would read a small passage. It was hard labour, but Wendy Doniger consoled me, saying:
‘Reading Sanskrit is good for the soul.’ I would tire after an hour or so, and then I would turn to
van Buitenen’s translation and read it for the rest of the morning. If I had a doubt, I would go back
to the original. It was an unhurried pursuit. I did not want information. I wanted to be cultivated,
and thus I read at leisure with lingering appreciation.By the end of my first year, I had become
dangerously addicted to the Mahabharata and had fallen hopelessly behind in the rest of my
reading. The epic is a splendid and moving story, exciting, ironic and witty, and with a cast of
characters that I became increasingly attached to. I was also intrigued by its boast:What is here
is found elsewhere.What is not here is nowhere.10In the summer I returned to India and went to
visit my mother. On the way the train stopped at a sleepy station, about a hundred miles north of
Delhi. I stepped on to the platform and discovered that this was no ordinary station—it was
historic Kurukshetra, where the Mahabharata’s futile war of annihilation had been fought. In the
burning heat of the summer afternoon, I began to imagine the brutal magnificence of the raging,
ruthless battles. I saw a dithering Arjuna, the greatest warrior of his age, put down his Gandiva



bow and refuse to fight—leaving his debonair and confident charioteer, Krishna, who is also
God, with a problem on his hands. I visualized ruthless Drona grinding the exhausted Pandava
armies into the dust. Suddenly he turns anxiously to his pupil, Yudhishthira, to ask if the rumour
about his son’s death is true. Yudhishthira—who had never spoken false—tells a white lie and
his fabulous chariot, which always travelled slightly above the ground, sinks into the dust. The
train began to move and I jumped in. As I settled back, I felt that the epic might indeed have
something to teach me about the right way to live in the world.The Mahabharata tells the story of
a futile and terrible war of annihilation between the children of two brothers of the Bharata family.
The rival cousins, the Kauravas and the Pandavas, both lay claim to the throne. To resolve the
feud, the kingdom is divided, but the jealous Kauravas are not content, and plot to usurp the
other half of the kingdom through a rigged game of dice. Yudhishthira, the eldest Pandava, loses
everything in the game—his kingdom, his brothers, his wife and, indeed, himself—to his rival
Duryodhana. Yudhishthira’s wife, Queen Draupadi, is dragged before Duryodhana in the
assembly of the nobles, where his brother Duhshasana tries to strip her:When her dress was
being stripped off, lord of the people, another one appeared every time. A terrible roar went up
from all the kings, a shout of approval, as they watched that greatest wonder on the earth . . . [In
the end] a pile of clothes was heaped up in the middle of the hall, when Duhshasana, tired and
ashamed, at last desisted and sat down.11With this act of ‘cosmic justice’, the assembly should
have been forced to confront the question of dharma, the central problem of the Mahabharata.
But the elders fail to address it, and the failure hangs over the entire epic, leading to a
destructive and terrible war between the rivals.Dharma, the word at the heart of the epic, is in
fact untranslatable. Duty, goodness, justice, law and custom all have something to do with it, but
they all fall short. Dharma refers to ‘balance’—both moral balance and cosmic balance. It is the
order and balance within each human being which is also reflected in the order of the cosmos.
Dharma derives from the Sanskrit root dhr, meaning to ‘sustain’.12 It is the moral law that
sustains society, the individual and the world. In the dharma texts, it commonly means the whole
range of duties incumbent on each individual according to his varna, ‘status’, or ashrama, ‘stage
of life’.13 The Mahabharata, however, will also challenge this latter meaning. This conceptual
difficulty, such complexity, is part of the point.14 Indeed, the Mahabharata is in many ways an
extended attempt to clarify just what dharma is—that is, what exactly should we do when we are
trying to be good in the world.When I began my quest for dharma, I did not imagine that I would
be undertaking an enterprise quite so bizarre. I tried to picture the look of shocked
incomprehension on Yudhishthira’s face when he loses his kingdom and his wife in the dice
game and this happens at the very moment of his greatest triumph when he is consecrated ‘king
of kings’. He could only suppose that his world had gone awry. Gradually, I began to realize that
the dice game may be symbolic of the quixotic, vulnerable human condition in which one knows
not why one is born, when one will die, and why one faces reverses on the way. The only thing
certain, the Mahabharata tells us, is that kala (time or death) is ‘always cooking us’.15In this
cauldron fashioned from delusion, with the sun as fire and day and night as kindling wood, the



months and seasons as the ladle for stirring, Time (or Death) cooks all beings: this is the simple
truth.16Could one depend on dharma to protect one in this uncertain world? If so, how does a
person go about finding dharma? In a life and death debate with the Yaksha, a tree spirit, who
controls the waters of a lake, thirsty Yudhishthira is asked this very question. The right answer
will save him and his brothers; the wrong answer will mean their death. He tells the Yaksha that
in seeking dharma ‘reason is of limited use for it is without foundation;17 neither are the sacred
texts helpful as they are at odds with one another; nor is there a single sage whose opinion
could be considered authoritative. The truth about dharma is hidden in a cave.’18To help me to
search in this cave, I had to depend on a gambling addict and a loser. A curious choice for a
guide, you might think. Yudhishthira is so fraught with frailties to be almost an ‘un-hero’. His
world is off balance and the god, Krishna, ‘constantly feeds this imbalance, fostering
disorder’.19 Although he is a warrior, he lacks physical prowess, distrusts martial values and
feels helpless. What redeems him, however, is that he insists on not being anything other than
himself. Alone, he confronts the possibility that the universe might not care about
dharma.Originally, the epic set out to narrate a tale of triumph but, in fact, ended in telling a story
of defeat. Early versions of the epic used to go by the name Jaya, meaning ‘victory’, and the
bard, it seems, did want to narrate a story of triumph. Indeed, the epic announces
unambiguously at the beginning of Book One:The king who seeks conquest should listen to this
history named Jaya for he will conquer the whole earth and defeat his enemies.20I felt
something was clearly wrong when the epic begins with a remarkable murderous rite performed
by King Janamejaya, the great-grandson of the valiant hero of the Mahabharata, Arjuna. He is
holding a sacrifice to kill all the world’s snakes in order to avenge his father, Parikshit, who has
been killed by a snake.21 Not a promising start for a heroic epic. The story is also wacky—it is
about a war between the ‘children of a blind pretender fighting the sons of a man too frail to risk
the act of coition’.22 The winner of the war is reluctant, pacific Yudhishthira, who does not want
to fight but who, in fact, gives the order for the war to begin. Then he goes on to win the war, not
by skill and excellence but by deception and trickery. After the bloody victory, he suffers
inconsolably and bitterly, his mind in torment, consumed by guilt and shame for what has
happened:I have conquered this whole earth . . . But ever since finishing this tremendous
extermination of my kinsmen, which was ultimately caused by my greed, a terrible pain aches in
my heart without stopping . . . This victory looks more like defeat to me.23The victory ‘looks more
like defeat’ to Yudhishthira because he is left wondering what the ridiculous war has been all
about. They try to calm his burning grief but not very convincingly. Yudhishthira has seen through
the disturbing chaos of the world—too much envy, hypocrisy, greed, ego and revenge on one
side, and too much deceit on the other and instigated by no less than Krishna, the God.24
Yudhishthira’s mournful regret at the war’s end is the all-too-familiar sadness for the defective
human condition. The Mahabharata is a profoundly ironic text with a ‘very modern sense of the
absurd’.25Yudhishthira persists in his Faustian search for dharma until the end. He hopes to find
goodness in heaven but he encounters the villainous Duryodhana instead. In hell, he finds his



virtuous wife and his brothers rather than the wicked. The old look of incomprehension appears
on his face, which reminded me of Sisyphus, the Greek hero, who was punished for betraying
secrets of the gods to men, and who was condemned to push a huge rock up a hill. Each time
he nears the peak, the stone rolls down to the bottom and Sisyphus must begin all over again.
Yudhishthira has the same look on his face as Sisyphus when he sees the rock rolling back
down. It is the realization that life may well be absurd and futile.I had hoped that my search for
dharma might help to lift me out of my own third stage melancholy. For thirty years I had gone to
work each morning. I had fed and looked after my family. My wife and I had raised two children.
Gradually, I had moved up the corporate hierarchy with higher pay and more responsibility. At
fifty, I asked myself, what had I really achieved? What had all this been for? Is this all there was
to life?I had been tremendously competitive throughout my corporate life, but I could not
reconcile to my boss’s view, who felt ‘it is not enough to do well. Someone has to lose, and you
must be the one to win’. Duryodhana would have approved of my boss’s big-chested sentiments,
but I wondered, once one’s youth, vigour and the thrill of winning are gone, what happens then?
How long could an adult be expected to be motivated by a 0.5 per cent gain in the monthly
market share of Vicks Vaporub or Pampers? I felt weary by the time I was fifty, and it was this
feeling of futility that drove me, in part, to early retirement. My kshatriyalike craving to win was
disappearing and my job had begun to resemble the futile labours of Yudhishthira. I identified
with Karna’s sense of mortality in the Mahabharata, who says, ‘I see it now: this world is swiftly
passing.’26Thoughts such as these—of life’s futility, of one’s mortality, and the relentless
passage of time—tend to drive one to religion. Instead, they made me ask, like Iris Murdoch, if
virtue is the main thing of worth in our life.27 The familiar pain of being alive and being human
made me admire Yudhishthira’s commitment to dharma all the more—to satya, ‘truth’, ahimsa,
‘non-violence’ and anrishamsya, ‘compassion’.28 I wondered if acts of goodness might be one
of the very few things of genuine worth in this world, and might give meaning to my life.In my
second year of study, I focused more and more on the Mahabharata. My other readings suffered
but this book began to take shape. I realized that each major hero in the epic embodies a striking
virtue or a failing—and the hero’s story is an attempt to clarify this moral idea, whose
significance goes well beyond the narrative to the very heart of dharma. Duryodhana has many
flaws, but the driving one is envy, and in Chapter 1, I examine this destructive vice in our private
and public lives. Arjuna’s despair over killing his kinsmen is a celebrated protest against war in
Chapter 4, and I raise the question if it is possible to have ‘just’ wars. Bhishma’s selflessness in
Chapter 5 made me wonder if it is possible for a human being to ‘be intent on the act and not its
fruits’; I asked myself if a person’s ego could shrink that far—in other words, is karma yoga as
hopelessly idealistic as Marx’s notion of equality? Karna’s anxiety over his social position in
Chapter 6 trumps his finer qualities and made me think about the place of inequality and caste in
human society. Ashwatthama’s awful revenge in Chapter 8 set me thinking about forgiveness
and retributive justice in our lives. Yudhishthira’s remorse after the war in Chapter 9 made me
examine the related ideas of grief, reconciliation and non-violence. And so on. As I pored over



the narrative of each hero, I realized that my own understanding of dharma was growing deeper.
To the sceptical reader, I might suggest dipping into Chapter 4 or 6 to get a quick idea about
what I am doing in this book, although my favourites are Chapter 5 and 10.The Mahabharata is
unique in engaging with the world of politics. India’s philosophical traditions have tended to
devalue the realm of human action, which is supposed to deal with the world of ‘appearances’,
not of reality or of the eternal soul. Indeed, a central episode in the epic dramatizes the choice
between moral purity and human action. King Yudhishthira feels guilty after the war for ‘having
killed those who ought not to be killed’. He feels trapped between the contradictory pulls of ruling
a state and of being good, and wants to leave the world to become a non-violent ascetic. To
avert a crisis of the throne, the dying Bhishma, his grandfather, tries to dissuade him, teaching
him that the dharma of a political leader cannot be moral perfection. Politics is an arena of force.
An upright statesman must learn to be prudent and follow a middle path. A king must wield
danda, ‘the rod of force’, embodied in retributive justice in order to protect the innocent.29The
Mahabharata is suspicious of ideology. It rejects the idealistic, pacifist position of Yudhishthira as
well as Duryodhana’s amoral view. Its own position veers towards the pragmatic evolutionary
principle of reciprocal altruism: adopt a friendly face to the world but do not allow yourself to be
exploited. Turning the other cheek sends a wrong signal to cheats. With my background in
Western philosophy, I was tempted to view the ideas of the epic, especially dharma, from a
modern viewpoint. More than once I had to warn myself to beware of transposing contemporary
ideas on to another historical context, but I am not sure I succeeded in this.30I sometimes
wonder why a pre-modern text like the Mahabharata ought to matter in our postmodern world.
What sort of meaning does the past hold for us? What is the relationship between the original
historical meaning of the text (assuming we can discover it) and its meaning to our present
times? Take, for example, the game of dice. If the episode is merely an enactment of an ancient
ritual then it obviously has limited moral significance. But the Mahabharata seeks other
explanations, for example, in Yudhishthira’s weakness for gambling, which suggests that the
epic believes that the game does have moral meaning. The point is that we should not be guilty
of reading too much ‘into’ the text, but try to read ‘out’ as much as we can for our lives. There
may also be more than one meaning. I find myself sometimes using expressions such as: ‘What
is the epic telling us?’ The fact is that the epic may be saying a multiplicity of things to different
readers at different times in history. There is no one meaning. Hence, one should not expect too
much coherence in it, especially when it comes to the ambiguous and even unsolvable nature of
political power. The good news is that it is perfectly permissible to interrogate the text as I have
done, and the Mahabharata would even applaud it.31Of course, the Mahabharata is also a
thrilling story. I wanted to share my excitement of the narrative—its simple and direct language
comes through even in translation. As I pick up the thread of the story in each chapter, I quote
extensively in order to give the reader a ‘feel’ for the text. I also follow the epic’s example: I stop
the action from time to time in order to examine more closely the moral idea that the action has
thrown up, trying to understand how the idea relates to our daily lives in both a personal and a



broader social and political sense. For the reader’s convenience, I have provided a summary of
the central story at the beginning of the book, as well as a dramatis personae and a tree of the
Bharata family. I have also narrated the story of the historical evolution of the word dharma at the
end of the book. The Mahabharata winds its way leisurely, with a steady aim, through masses of
elaborate treatises on law, philosophy, religion, custom, even geography and cosmography,
together with a formidable array of episodes and legends, piled up at various distances along its
course.32Interwoven with the main events of the narrative are fascinating subplots: the romance
of Nala and Damayanti, written with such simplicity that I was able to read it in my first year
Sanskrit class with Daniel Ingalls; the legend of Savitri, whose devotion to her dead husband
persuades Yama, the god of death, to restore him to life; descriptions of places of pilgrimage;
and many other myths and legends. Indeed, the Mahabharata is a virtual encyclopaedia of
ancient India. It is an important source of information about the life of the times and the evolution
of Hinduism and the influence of Buddhism.33 Thus, it is said, ‘the Mahabharata is not a text but
a tradition’.The clash of ideas is especially dramatic and noisy in India, a country where cultural
memories are preserved with more loyalty and steadfastness than almost anywhere else. The
centuries during which the epic took shape were a period of transition from the religion of Vedic
sacrifice to the sectarian, internalized worship of later Hinduism, and different sections of the
poem express varying and sometimes contradictory beliefs. Clashes in India do not lead to
rejections or radical reversals but result in accretions and steady proliferation. This is the
synthetic Indian way. The epic has been retold in written and oral vernacular versions throughout
South and Southeast Asia and has always enjoyed immense popularity.34 Its various incidents
have been portrayed in Indian miniature paintings and in sculpted relief in temples across India
and far away in Borobudur in Indonesia and Angkor Wat in Cambodia.The entire Mahabharata is
made up of almost 100,000 couplets—its length is seven times that of the Iliad and the Odyssey
combined—divided into eighteen parvans or ‘books’.35 Its author is said to be the sage Vyasa
(literally ‘the compiler’), who appears as a character in the poem. More likely it was composed by
a great number of bardic poets and revised by priests who added substantially to the ever-
expanding text over a long period and was passed on for generations by oral tradition.
Professional sutas, ‘bards’, were the original poets and singers when Brahminism had not
separated its priest caste greatly from other Aryans. The brahmin redaction, which is all that now
remains, took its present form between 200 BC and AD 200.’36 Comparing over a hundred
different versions from different parts of the country, Sanskrit scholars in the twentieth century
published a Critical Edition of the epic under V.S. Sukthankar’s leadership at the Bhandarkar
Oriental Research Institute in Pune.37Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey have invited many acts of
homage from translators in many languages. John Keats, the English poet, was so taken with an
Elizabethan verse translation of ‘deep-browed’ Homer that he published a sonnet in its honour,
entitled ‘On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer’. It had left him with a combined sense of
shock and uplift, and he felt like:some watcher of the skiesWhen a new planet swims into his
ken.The Mahabharata has not been so fortunate. It has had no Chapman, no Lattimore. The only



full-scale English translation is by K.M. Ganguly from the late nineteenth century and it is ‘grating
and refractory’. The University of Chicago Press’s project remains incomplete, although a fine
translation of Books 11 and 12 by James Fitzgerald has appeared recently in a fourth volume.
There is hope of a new translation of the epic in a beautiful parallel text (Sanskrit/English) edition
on paper of rare quality in the Clay Sanskrit Library (CSL). Ten volumes have appeared, of which
my favourites are the battle books, translated by Vaughan Pilikian (Drona), Adam Bowles
(Karna) and Justin Meiland (Shalya).For the beginner the short prose versions into English by
R.K. Narayan or C.V. Narasimhan are a good place to start. They capture the weft and warp of
the story, although neither has the majestic music of the original in the same way as Pilikian’s
poetic translation of the Drona (CSL) or W.J. Johnson’s verse version of the tenth book,
Sauptikaparvan.The Mahabharata is about our incomplete lives, about good people acting
badly, about how difficult it is to be good in this world. It turned out to be a fine guide in my quest
to make some sort of sense out of life at its third stage. I set out with the assumption that ‘nature
does not give a man virtue; the process of becoming a good man is an art’. I am not sure if the
Mahabharata has taught me the art of which Seneca speaks. If anything it has probably made
me more ambivalent. Even at the end, the Pandava heroes are still looking for dharma which is
hidden in a cave.Nevertheless, although human perfection may be illusory, dharma may be
‘subtle’, and there are limits to what moral education can achieve, the epic leaves one with the
confidence that it is in our nature also to be good. This thought more than any other helped to
assuage my ‘third stage melancholy’. The Mahabharata believes that our lives should not have
to be so cruel and humiliating. This explains its refrain, ‘dharma leads to victory!’ Although it is
spoken with irony at times, the epic genuinely desires that our relationships be more honest and
fair. Since the epic is a narrative, the personal viewpoint dominates. But the story stops often
enough when the impersonal viewpoint takes over. Goethe pointed out long ago that the
impersonal viewpoint within us produces a desire for goodness, fairness and equality, while the
personal one wishes the opposite, seeking only one’s own gain, often at the expense of
others.38 This conflict between our divided selves underlies the dilemmas that are faced both by
the epic’s heroes and by us. Hence, it leaves us with an ‘awareness of the possibilities of
life’.39My academic holiday turned out to be a much-needed corrective to my stereotypical view
of the ‘spirituality’ of India in contrast to the ‘rationality’ of the West.40 From the beginning, the
West has sought for what was ‘wondrous in the East’ and it seemed to find it in India’s religious
and spiritual identity. This focus on the exotic neglected the ‘deep-seated heterogeneity of Indian
traditions’.41 Indians, for their part, have been happy to embrace this self-image of ‘spirituality’
as a way to recover their self-esteem after long years of colonial history. It makes them feel
superior to the ‘materialistic’ West. But they have paid a price. In their obsession with moksha,
the ‘spiritual’ end, they sometimes lose sight these days of the three worldly goals—dharma,
artha, and kama—which are needed to lead a more balanced life. These are the very pursuits
that the Mahabharata commends to its listeners:When this great incomparable tale,
esteemedBy dispassionate men of wide erudition,Is studied in detail, their spreading insightInto



the three pursuits will conquer the earth.42PRELUDEI take an academic holidayWhat is here is
found elsewhere.What is not here is nowhere.—Mahabharata I.56.34–35In the spring of 2002 I
decided to take an academic holiday. My wife thought it a strange resolve. She was familiar with
our usual holidays, when we armed ourselves with hats and blue guides and green guides and
trudged up and down over piles of temple stones in faraway places like Khajuraho and Angkor
Wat. She also knew of our visits to our beach house near Alibagh, where we went away with a
dozen books and did nothing else but read. But she was puzzled at the prospect of an academic
holiday.As she moved to get up from her chair, I hastened to explain. I had studied philosophy
and read the great books of the West during college. But I had never read the classics of my own
country. The closest I had come was to take Daniel Ingalls’s Sanskrit classes at Harvard as an
undergraduate.1 Now, forty years later, I yearned to go back and read the texts of classical India,
if not in the original, at least with a scholar of Sanskrit nearby. My wife gave me a sceptical look,
and after a pause she said, ‘It’s a little late in the day for a mid-life crisis, isn’t it?’ I looked at her—
she was still a handsome woman with extremely fine skin. ‘Why don’t we go to the Turkish coast
instead?’ she added.After an absorbing career in multinational companies in six countries, I had
taken early retirement at fifty to become a full-time writer. My wife and I had settled in Delhi,
where I began to write a Sunday column for the Times of India and other newspapers. I travelled
widely across the country in the 1990s and from these travels emerged a book, India Unbound.
In it I wrote about India’s economic rise and concluded that it was increasingly possible to
believe that soon, perhaps for the first time in history, Indians would emerge from a struggle
against want into an age when the large majority would be at ease.Prosperity had indeed begun
to spread across India, but goodness had not. I was angered and troubled in early 2009 by a
scandal that posed a challenge to our conception of worldly success. B. Ramalinga Raju had
built through talent, skill and dedication an outstanding and respected software company, and
then committed the greatest fraud in Indian corporate history by swindling his company of Rs
7,136 crore. As a result, the public—both Indian and foreign investors—had lost around Rs
23,000 crore in the value of their shares, and the 50,000 employees of Satyam faced an
uncertain future.I had met Raju ten years earlier. I had looked him in the eye and I had seen
sincerity, competence and great purpose. Soon after, I had run into one of his customers in the
US and she spoke glowingly about Satyam’s dedication to quality, reliability and integrity. There
is no tribute greater than a satisfied, passionate customer, and it explained to my foggy mind, at
least in part, why India had become the world’s second fastest growing economy. Why should a
person of such palpable achievement, who lacked nothing in life, turn to crime? What was the
nature of moral failure in the case of the investment bankers on Wall Street who brought the
world economy to its knees in 2008? Greed is too easy an answer. There must be more to it.I
wondered if the Sanskrit epic, the Mahabharata, held any answers. The epic is obsessed with
questions of right and wrong—it analyses human failures constantly. Unlike the Greek epics,
where the hero does something wrong and gets on with it, the action stops in the Mahabharata
until every character has weighed in on the moral dilemma from every possible angle. In the



Indian epic, harmony and happiness come to a society only through behaviour based on dharma
—a complex word that means variously virtue, duty and law, but is chiefly concerned with doing
the right thing. Would I be able to recover a meaningful ideal of civic virtue from India’s
foundational text?Moral failure pervaded our public life and hung over it like Delhi’s smog. One
out of five members of the Indian parliament elected in 2004 had criminal charges against him.2
A survey by a Harvard professor had found that one out of every four teachers in government
primary schools is absent and one out of four is simply not teaching.3 A World Bank study found
that two out of five doctors do not show up at state primary health centres and that 69 per cent of
their medicines are stolen.4 A cycle rickshaw driver in Kanpur routinely pays a fifth of his daily
earnings in bribes to the police. A farmer cannot hope to get a clear title to his land without
bribing a revenue official and that too after a humiliating ordeal of countless visits to the revenue
office.In despair, I watched teachers—once revered as gurus and moral guides—fail their
students; and political leaders, who had the duty to uphold the law, become lawbreakers. The
abuse of power is a routine matter in the world’s largest democracy, and the entire political class
has united in recent years in order to prevent political and electoral reform. It was an amazing
spectacle to see the country turning middle class alongside the most appalling governance. In
the midst of a booming private economy, Indians despair over the delivery of the simplest public
goods. Social scientists think of governance failures as a problem of institutions, and the
solution, they say, lies in changing the structure of incentives to enhance accountability. True, but
these failings also have a moral dimension.When I announced my plan to spend the next few
years reading the Mahabharata, my mother, who lived 400 km away at her guru’s ashram by the
river Beas, reminded me that my restlessness was not inappropriate to the third stage of the
Hindu life. Called vanaprastha, literally ‘one who goes to the forest’, such a person spends his
time in reflection and searches for life’s meaning. She said that I was suffering from ‘vanaprastha
melancholy’.In the classical Indian way of life, the first stage is brahmacharya—the period of
adolescence when one is a student and celibate. In the worldly second stage, called garhasthya,
‘householder’, a person produces, procreates, provides security for the family while engaging in
worldly pleasure. At the third stage, one begins to disengage from worldly pursuits, and in the
fourth and final stage, sannyasa, one renounces the world in quest of spiritual release from
human bondage.5My mother had commended my decision to take early retirement so that I
might, as she put it, ‘have a rich and prolonged third stage’. Now that I was speaking about
dharma and my restlessness, she insinuated that I had detached myself insufficiently from
worldly concerns. While I was not expected to become a ‘forest-dweller’, she felt that my mental
makeup remained that of a ‘lowly second stage householder’.I explained in my defence that I
was attracted to the old idea of life’s stages partly because the dharma texts recognized the
value of the second stage, which was the indispensable material basis of civilization. It was
important to remember this in a country that has long been mesmerized by the romantic figure of
‘the renouncer’, even before the Buddha came along.6 My mother, however, was spot on in
recognizing ‘my third stage melancholy’. During my second stage, I had felt as though I was



waking up each morning, going to work, and feeding my family—only to repeat it the following
day, as my children would after me and their children after them. What was the point of it all?
Now in my third stage, I wanted to find a better way to live.Meanwhile, my friends and
acquaintances were incredulous. ‘So, what is this I hear about wanting to go away to read old
books?’ one asked me at a dinner party. ‘Don’t tell me you are going to turn religious on us!’
exclaimed another. My wife began to explain my idea of an ‘academic holiday’ to some of the
guests, who reciprocated with suitable looks of sympathy. ‘Tell us, what books are you planning
to read?’ asked a retired civil servant. A self-proclaimed ‘leftist and secularist’, who had once
been a favourite of former prime minister Indira Gandhi, he had the gruff, domineering accent of
an English aristocrat, not surprising in a former civil servant of the old school. I admitted
reluctantly that I had been thinking of reading the Mahabharata, the Manusmriti, the
Kathopanishad perhaps, and . . .‘Good Lord, man!’ he exclaimed. ‘You haven’t turned saffron,
have you?’The remark upset me. Saffron is, of course, the colour of Hindu right-wing
nationalism, and I wondered what sort of secularism is it that regards the reading of Sanskrit
texts as a political act. I was disturbed that I had to fear the intolerance of my ‘secular’ friends as
much as the bigotry of the Hindu Right, which had become a force in Indian politics over the past
two decades with the rise of the Bharatiya Janata Party.‘Why are you going to read them?’ my
persecutor demanded.‘Well, perhaps, to learn to be good,’ I answered with a weak smile.‘No
such thing as Hindu ethics,’ he scoffed. ‘It all comes down to who you are in the pecking order.
Frankly, it is too passive for my taste—all this non-violence business of Gandhi’s. It’s also too
negative—keeping one’s anger in check, not doing wrong, not injuring. Give me Marx any day—
now that is about changing the world!’Surrounded by narrow and rigid positions on both sides, it
was becoming increasingly difficult to be a ‘liberal Hindu’. The extremism of the ‘secularists’ was
a reaction to the intolerance of the Hindu nationalists who regarded Muslims as their natural
enemies. But the contempt of the secularists for religion per se prevented them from gaining
sympathy. What sort of ideas, I wondered, might help to give meaning to life when one is in the
midst of fundamentalist persons of all kinds who believe that they have a monopoly on truth and
some are even willing to kill to prove that?Hinduism is not a ‘religion’ in the usual sense. It is a
civilization based on a simple metaphysical insight about the unity of the individual and the
universe and has self-development as its objective. It employs innovative mental experiments of
yoga that evolved in the first half of the first millennium BC, and does not have the notion of a
‘chosen people’, or a jealous God; it does not proselytize, does not hunt heretics. It could not be
more different from the great Semitic religions—Christianity, Judaism and Islam.7 Hence, I felt I
could interrogate its texts in order to learn to live a secular life in a better way.I was born a Hindu
in the Punjab and had a Hindu upbringing. Like many in the Indian middle class, I went to an
English medium school that gave me a ‘modern education’. Both my grandfathers belonged to
the Arya Samaj, a reformist sect that had come up in the nineteenth century. My ancestors did
not have the living memory of their own political heritage and this must have been difficult. They
had lived under Muslim rulers since the thirteenth century and had regarded political life as



something filled with deprivation and fear. After the Muslims, they saw the rise of the Sikh
kingdom of Ranjit Singh, and after its collapse around 1850, the powerful British arrived with
Christian missionaries in tow. Thus, three powerful, professedly egalitarian and proselytizing
religions surrounded us—Islam, Sikhism and Christianity. As a result, they were eager to receive
the Gujarati reformer Dayanand Saraswati, who established the Arya Samaj. He advocated a
return to the Vedas, a diminished role for brahmins and vigorous social reform. He ‘modernized’
our Hinduism.‘Arya’ in Sanskrit means ‘noble’ among other things. European scholars in the
nineteenth century took this ancient word from the Vedic texts to propagate a racial theory of
‘Aryan’ origins of Hindu culture and society based on a common Indo–European language
system. We, in the new Punjabi middle class, embraced this idea enthusiastically, for it related
us racially to the European Aryans. The Arya Samaj had a positive side in helping to create a
nationalist sentiment among us for freedom and independence from Britain. In contrast, the
invention of an Aryan race in nineteenth century Europe had tragic consequences, culminating
in the ideology of Nazi Germany.8 Half a century after the Second World War, the word ‘Aryan’
evokes repulsive memories of Nazism and is thoroughly discredited in the West. In India,
however, it has been revived, curiously enough, with the rise of Hindu nationalism and the
ascent of the Bharatiya Janata Party.My father, however, turned away from the Arya Samaj and
became a passionate mystic. When he was studying to be an engineer, he was drawn to a kindly
guru, who taught him the bhakti path of direct union with God through devotion and meditation.
The guru belonged to the Radhasoami sect, descended intellectually from the medieval bhakti
and Sufi traditions of Kabir, Nanak, Rumi and Mirabai. My father found his discourses ‘modern’
for they appealed to his rational, engineer’s temper. His own decision, he once told me, was
made in the scientific spirit of Blaise Pascal’s wager. If you believe in God, Pascal had said, and
He turns out to exist, then you have obviously made a good decision; however, if He does not
exist, and you still believe in Him, you haven’t lost anything; but if you don’t believe in Him and he
does exist, then you are in serious trouble.Amidst this, my maternal grandmother remained a
traditional Hindu in Lyallpur, where I was born. Her dressing room was filled with the images of
her many gods, prominent among them being Krishna and Rama, and she would say in the
same breath that there are millions of gods but only one God. Her gods and goddesses were
symbols of reality rather than reality itself (as the theologian Paul Tillich explained to me in a
class at Harvard), and they helped her to reach one God. Her eclecticism did not stop there. She
would visit the Sikh gurdwara on Mondays and Wednesdays, a Hindu temple on Tuesdays and
Thursdays and she saved Saturdays and Sundays for discourses by holy men, including Muslim
pirs, who were forever visiting our town. In between, she made time for Arya Samaj
ceremonies.Amidst this religious chaos I grew up with a liberal attitude that was a mixture of
scepticism and sympathy for the Hindu way of life. One of its attractive features is of multiple
goals to the good life. The first goal is to come to grips with kama, ‘human desire’. I find it
reassuring that pleasure has a valued place in the good life. A second goal is artha, ‘material
well-being’, which makes sense, for how can one be happy in conditions of extreme deprivation?



A third objective of life is dharma or moral well-being. The final goal is moksha, ‘spiritual
liberation’ from our fragmented, finite and suffering existence. I have always felt that Indians are
sensible, like Aristotle, in believing in multiple paths to a flourishing life.When my wife and I
returned from the dinner party, we did what everyone does. We gossiped about who was there,
who said what, and to whom. I was still smarting from the remark about Hindutva, and I burst out
accusingly, ‘I wish you hadn’t blabbered about my plans! You know what people are like—half of
Delhi will be talking about it in twenty-four hours!’Soon I calmed down, though, and realized that
many Indians thought of classical Sanskrit texts either in religious or political terms. Mine,
however, was a project in self-cultivation. I wanted to know how to live my life and I had a feeling
that the answer might lie in examining the four ends of life. My first book, India Unbound, had
examined the second goal of artha; the next one would be about dharma. I began to feel more
secure about my endeavour—less concerned with what others would say or think about it. My
wife also turned out to be a good sport, and began to see our ‘academic holiday’ as an
opportunity to attend lectures on Renaissance painting and Chinese ceramics while I went off to
read the Sanskrit texts. So, in the fall of 2002, we found ourselves at the University of Chicago.I
was an implausible student—a husband, a father of two grown-up boys, and a taxpayer with
considerably less hair than his peers. Wintry and windy Chicago also seemed an unusual choice
for ‘a forest-dweller’ at life’s third stage. The city of Benares, the home of classical learning in
north India, would have been a more conventional choice. But I did not want to escape into ‘our
great classical past’. I wanted to learn about that past with full consciousness of the present—
and also to learn something about the present in encountering the past.9 Sanskrit pandits in
Benares seemed to me impossibly rigid and they would not have approved of my desire to
‘interrogate’ the texts.It was a stray remark by the poet A.K. Ramanujan that finally pushed me to
Chicago. ‘If you don’t experience eternity at Benares,’ he said, ‘you will at Regenstein.’ He was
referring to the Regenstein Library with its fabulous collection of South Asian texts under the
able stewardship of Jim Nye. Chicago was a logical choice. The University of Chicago had four
Sanskrit scholars—two big names, Sheldon Pollock and Wendy Doniger, both students of
Ingalls, and Sanskrit-knowing Buddhist scholars like Steve Collins, Mathew Kapstein and Dan
Arnold.I had two criteria in mind in selecting a reading list. I wanted a text from each of the major
genres and I wanted it to illuminate one of the four aims of life. When it came to desire,
Kamasutra, the text on erotic love and sex, was the obvious choice. The Arthashastra, a text of
politics and economics, would help me with the second goal of artha. In the epic genre, I chose
the Mahabharata because of dharma—its heroes were more human and fallible, unlike the
Ramayana. The Upanishads were the clear choice for studying the fourth end of moksha. In my
second year I planned to read the Manusmriti, the law book by Manu, which tries to reconcile the
first three ends. The stories from the Kathasaritsagara would instruct me on how to live. To
understand yoga, I would read the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. If there was time, Kalidasa’s
Shakuntala would be my drama text.I wanted to read the texts in Sanskrit, but that would have
needed a lifetime—given my shallow grasp of the language. I was hungry and impatient. So, I



decided on the next best course. I would arrive early in the morning at Regenstein and follow the
drill I had learned from Daniel Ingalls. I would pull out from the shelf a volume of the
Mahabharata’s Critical Edition. With Whitney’s grammar on my right and Apte’s dictionary on my
left, I would read a small passage. It was hard labour, but Wendy Doniger consoled me, saying:
‘Reading Sanskrit is good for the soul.’ I would tire after an hour or so, and then I would turn to
van Buitenen’s translation and read it for the rest of the morning. If I had a doubt, I would go back
to the original. It was an unhurried pursuit. I did not want information. I wanted to be cultivated,
and thus I read at leisure with lingering appreciation.By the end of my first year, I had become
dangerously addicted to the Mahabharata and had fallen hopelessly behind in the rest of my
reading. The epic is a splendid and moving story, exciting, ironic and witty, and with a cast of
characters that I became increasingly attached to. I was also intrigued by its boast:What is here
is found elsewhere.What is not here is nowhere.10In the summer I returned to India and went to
visit my mother. On the way the train stopped at a sleepy station, about a hundred miles north of
Delhi. I stepped on to the platform and discovered that this was no ordinary station—it was
historic Kurukshetra, where the Mahabharata’s futile war of annihilation had been fought. In the
burning heat of the summer afternoon, I began to imagine the brutal magnificence of the raging,
ruthless battles. I saw a dithering Arjuna, the greatest warrior of his age, put down his Gandiva
bow and refuse to fight—leaving his debonair and confident charioteer, Krishna, who is also
God, with a problem on his hands. I visualized ruthless Drona grinding the exhausted Pandava
armies into the dust. Suddenly he turns anxiously to his pupil, Yudhishthira, to ask if the rumour
about his son’s death is true. Yudhishthira—who had never spoken false—tells a white lie and
his fabulous chariot, which always travelled slightly above the ground, sinks into the dust. The
train began to move and I jumped in. As I settled back, I felt that the epic might indeed have
something to teach me about the right way to live in the world.The Mahabharata tells the story of
a futile and terrible war of annihilation between the children of two brothers of the Bharata family.
The rival cousins, the Kauravas and the Pandavas, both lay claim to the throne. To resolve the
feud, the kingdom is divided, but the jealous Kauravas are not content, and plot to usurp the
other half of the kingdom through a rigged game of dice. Yudhishthira, the eldest Pandava, loses
everything in the game—his kingdom, his brothers, his wife and, indeed, himself—to his rival
Duryodhana. Yudhishthira’s wife, Queen Draupadi, is dragged before Duryodhana in the
assembly of the nobles, where his brother Duhshasana tries to strip her:When her dress was
being stripped off, lord of the people, another one appeared every time. A terrible roar went up
from all the kings, a shout of approval, as they watched that greatest wonder on the earth . . . [In
the end] a pile of clothes was heaped up in the middle of the hall, when Duhshasana, tired and
ashamed, at last desisted and sat down.11With this act of ‘cosmic justice’, the assembly should
have been forced to confront the question of dharma, the central problem of the Mahabharata.
But the elders fail to address it, and the failure hangs over the entire epic, leading to a
destructive and terrible war between the rivals.Dharma, the word at the heart of the epic, is in
fact untranslatable. Duty, goodness, justice, law and custom all have something to do with it, but



they all fall short. Dharma refers to ‘balance’—both moral balance and cosmic balance. It is the
order and balance within each human being which is also reflected in the order of the cosmos.
Dharma derives from the Sanskrit root dhr, meaning to ‘sustain’.12 It is the moral law that
sustains society, the individual and the world. In the dharma texts, it commonly means the whole
range of duties incumbent on each individual according to his varna, ‘status’, or ashrama, ‘stage
of life’.13 The Mahabharata, however, will also challenge this latter meaning. This conceptual
difficulty, such complexity, is part of the point.14 Indeed, the Mahabharata is in many ways an
extended attempt to clarify just what dharma is—that is, what exactly should we do when we are
trying to be good in the world.When I began my quest for dharma, I did not imagine that I would
be undertaking an enterprise quite so bizarre. I tried to picture the look of shocked
incomprehension on Yudhishthira’s face when he loses his kingdom and his wife in the dice
game and this happens at the very moment of his greatest triumph when he is consecrated ‘king
of kings’. He could only suppose that his world had gone awry. Gradually, I began to realize that
the dice game may be symbolic of the quixotic, vulnerable human condition in which one knows
not why one is born, when one will die, and why one faces reverses on the way. The only thing
certain, the Mahabharata tells us, is that kala (time or death) is ‘always cooking us’.15In this
cauldron fashioned from delusion, with the sun as fire and day and night as kindling wood, the
months and seasons as the ladle for stirring, Time (or Death) cooks all beings: this is the simple
truth.16Could one depend on dharma to protect one in this uncertain world? If so, how does a
person go about finding dharma? In a life and death debate with the Yaksha, a tree spirit, who
controls the waters of a lake, thirsty Yudhishthira is asked this very question. The right answer
will save him and his brothers; the wrong answer will mean their death. He tells the Yaksha that
in seeking dharma ‘reason is of limited use for it is without foundation;17 neither are the sacred
texts helpful as they are at odds with one another; nor is there a single sage whose opinion
could be considered authoritative. The truth about dharma is hidden in a cave.’18To help me to
search in this cave, I had to depend on a gambling addict and a loser. A curious choice for a
guide, you might think. Yudhishthira is so fraught with frailties to be almost an ‘un-hero’. His
world is off balance and the god, Krishna, ‘constantly feeds this imbalance, fostering
disorder’.19 Although he is a warrior, he lacks physical prowess, distrusts martial values and
feels helpless. What redeems him, however, is that he insists on not being anything other than
himself. Alone, he confronts the possibility that the universe might not care about
dharma.Originally, the epic set out to narrate a tale of triumph but, in fact, ended in telling a story
of defeat. Early versions of the epic used to go by the name Jaya, meaning ‘victory’, and the
bard, it seems, did want to narrate a story of triumph. Indeed, the epic announces
unambiguously at the beginning of Book One:The king who seeks conquest should listen to this
history named Jaya for he will conquer the whole earth and defeat his enemies.20I felt
something was clearly wrong when the epic begins with a remarkable murderous rite performed
by King Janamejaya, the great-grandson of the valiant hero of the Mahabharata, Arjuna. He is
holding a sacrifice to kill all the world’s snakes in order to avenge his father, Parikshit, who has



been killed by a snake.21 Not a promising start for a heroic epic. The story is also wacky—it is
about a war between the ‘children of a blind pretender fighting the sons of a man too frail to risk
the act of coition’.22 The winner of the war is reluctant, pacific Yudhishthira, who does not want
to fight but who, in fact, gives the order for the war to begin. Then he goes on to win the war, not
by skill and excellence but by deception and trickery. After the bloody victory, he suffers
inconsolably and bitterly, his mind in torment, consumed by guilt and shame for what has
happened:I have conquered this whole earth . . . But ever since finishing this tremendous
extermination of my kinsmen, which was ultimately caused by my greed, a terrible pain aches in
my heart without stopping . . . This victory looks more like defeat to me.23The victory ‘looks more
like defeat’ to Yudhishthira because he is left wondering what the ridiculous war has been all
about. They try to calm his burning grief but not very convincingly. Yudhishthira has seen through
the disturbing chaos of the world—too much envy, hypocrisy, greed, ego and revenge on one
side, and too much deceit on the other and instigated by no less than Krishna, the God.24
Yudhishthira’s mournful regret at the war’s end is the all-too-familiar sadness for the defective
human condition. The Mahabharata is a profoundly ironic text with a ‘very modern sense of the
absurd’.25Yudhishthira persists in his Faustian search for dharma until the end. He hopes to find
goodness in heaven but he encounters the villainous Duryodhana instead. In hell, he finds his
virtuous wife and his brothers rather than the wicked. The old look of incomprehension appears
on his face, which reminded me of Sisyphus, the Greek hero, who was punished for betraying
secrets of the gods to men, and who was condemned to push a huge rock up a hill. Each time
he nears the peak, the stone rolls down to the bottom and Sisyphus must begin all over again.
Yudhishthira has the same look on his face as Sisyphus when he sees the rock rolling back
down. It is the realization that life may well be absurd and futile.I had hoped that my search for
dharma might help to lift me out of my own third stage melancholy. For thirty years I had gone to
work each morning. I had fed and looked after my family. My wife and I had raised two children.
Gradually, I had moved up the corporate hierarchy with higher pay and more responsibility. At
fifty, I asked myself, what had I really achieved? What had all this been for? Is this all there was
to life?I had been tremendously competitive throughout my corporate life, but I could not
reconcile to my boss’s view, who felt ‘it is not enough to do well. Someone has to lose, and you
must be the one to win’. Duryodhana would have approved of my boss’s big-chested sentiments,
but I wondered, once one’s youth, vigour and the thrill of winning are gone, what happens then?
How long could an adult be expected to be motivated by a 0.5 per cent gain in the monthly
market share of Vicks Vaporub or Pampers? I felt weary by the time I was fifty, and it was this
feeling of futility that drove me, in part, to early retirement. My kshatriyalike craving to win was
disappearing and my job had begun to resemble the futile labours of Yudhishthira. I identified
with Karna’s sense of mortality in the Mahabharata, who says, ‘I see it now: this world is swiftly
passing.’26Thoughts such as these—of life’s futility, of one’s mortality, and the relentless
passage of time—tend to drive one to religion. Instead, they made me ask, like Iris Murdoch, if
virtue is the main thing of worth in our life.27 The familiar pain of being alive and being human



made me admire Yudhishthira’s commitment to dharma all the more—to satya, ‘truth’, ahimsa,
‘non-violence’ and anrishamsya, ‘compassion’.28 I wondered if acts of goodness might be one
of the very few things of genuine worth in this world, and might give meaning to my life.In my
second year of study, I focused more and more on the Mahabharata. My other readings suffered
but this book began to take shape. I realized that each major hero in the epic embodies a striking
virtue or a failing—and the hero’s story is an attempt to clarify this moral idea, whose
significance goes well beyond the narrative to the very heart of dharma. Duryodhana has many
flaws, but the driving one is envy, and in Chapter 1, I examine this destructive vice in our private
and public lives. Arjuna’s despair over killing his kinsmen is a celebrated protest against war in
Chapter 4, and I raise the question if it is possible to have ‘just’ wars. Bhishma’s selflessness in
Chapter 5 made me wonder if it is possible for a human being to ‘be intent on the act and not its
fruits’; I asked myself if a person’s ego could shrink that far—in other words, is karma yoga as
hopelessly idealistic as Marx’s notion of equality? Karna’s anxiety over his social position in
Chapter 6 trumps his finer qualities and made me think about the place of inequality and caste in
human society. Ashwatthama’s awful revenge in Chapter 8 set me thinking about forgiveness
and retributive justice in our lives. Yudhishthira’s remorse after the war in Chapter 9 made me
examine the related ideas of grief, reconciliation and non-violence. And so on. As I pored over
the narrative of each hero, I realized that my own understanding of dharma was growing deeper.
To the sceptical reader, I might suggest dipping into Chapter 4 or 6 to get a quick idea about
what I am doing in this book, although my favourites are Chapter 5 and 10.The Mahabharata is
unique in engaging with the world of politics. India’s philosophical traditions have tended to
devalue the realm of human action, which is supposed to deal with the world of ‘appearances’,
not of reality or of the eternal soul. Indeed, a central episode in the epic dramatizes the choice
between moral purity and human action. King Yudhishthira feels guilty after the war for ‘having
killed those who ought not to be killed’. He feels trapped between the contradictory pulls of ruling
a state and of being good, and wants to leave the world to become a non-violent ascetic. To
avert a crisis of the throne, the dying Bhishma, his grandfather, tries to dissuade him, teaching
him that the dharma of a political leader cannot be moral perfection. Politics is an arena of force.
An upright statesman must learn to be prudent and follow a middle path. A king must wield
danda, ‘the rod of force’, embodied in retributive justice in order to protect the innocent.29The
Mahabharata is suspicious of ideology. It rejects the idealistic, pacifist position of Yudhishthira as
well as Duryodhana’s amoral view. Its own position veers towards the pragmatic evolutionary
principle of reciprocal altruism: adopt a friendly face to the world but do not allow yourself to be
exploited. Turning the other cheek sends a wrong signal to cheats. With my background in
Western philosophy, I was tempted to view the ideas of the epic, especially dharma, from a
modern viewpoint. More than once I had to warn myself to beware of transposing contemporary
ideas on to another historical context, but I am not sure I succeeded in this.30I sometimes
wonder why a pre-modern text like the Mahabharata ought to matter in our postmodern world.
What sort of meaning does the past hold for us? What is the relationship between the original



historical meaning of the text (assuming we can discover it) and its meaning to our present
times? Take, for example, the game of dice. If the episode is merely an enactment of an ancient
ritual then it obviously has limited moral significance. But the Mahabharata seeks other
explanations, for example, in Yudhishthira’s weakness for gambling, which suggests that the
epic believes that the game does have moral meaning. The point is that we should not be guilty
of reading too much ‘into’ the text, but try to read ‘out’ as much as we can for our lives. There
may also be more than one meaning. I find myself sometimes using expressions such as: ‘What
is the epic telling us?’ The fact is that the epic may be saying a multiplicity of things to different
readers at different times in history. There is no one meaning. Hence, one should not expect too
much coherence in it, especially when it comes to the ambiguous and even unsolvable nature of
political power. The good news is that it is perfectly permissible to interrogate the text as I have
done, and the Mahabharata would even applaud it.31Of course, the Mahabharata is also a
thrilling story. I wanted to share my excitement of the narrative—its simple and direct language
comes through even in translation. As I pick up the thread of the story in each chapter, I quote
extensively in order to give the reader a ‘feel’ for the text. I also follow the epic’s example: I stop
the action from time to time in order to examine more closely the moral idea that the action has
thrown up, trying to understand how the idea relates to our daily lives in both a personal and a
broader social and political sense. For the reader’s convenience, I have provided a summary of
the central story at the beginning of the book, as well as a dramatis personae and a tree of the
Bharata family. I have also narrated the story of the historical evolution of the word dharma at the
end of the book. The Mahabharata winds its way leisurely, with a steady aim, through masses of
elaborate treatises on law, philosophy, religion, custom, even geography and cosmography,
together with a formidable array of episodes and legends, piled up at various distances along its
course.32Interwoven with the main events of the narrative are fascinating subplots: the romance
of Nala and Damayanti, written with such simplicity that I was able to read it in my first year
Sanskrit class with Daniel Ingalls; the legend of Savitri, whose devotion to her dead husband
persuades Yama, the god of death, to restore him to life; descriptions of places of pilgrimage;
and many other myths and legends. Indeed, the Mahabharata is a virtual encyclopaedia of
ancient India. It is an important source of information about the life of the times and the evolution
of Hinduism and the influence of Buddhism.33 Thus, it is said, ‘the Mahabharata is not a text but
a tradition’.The clash of ideas is especially dramatic and noisy in India, a country where cultural
memories are preserved with more loyalty and steadfastness than almost anywhere else. The
centuries during which the epic took shape were a period of transition from the religion of Vedic
sacrifice to the sectarian, internalized worship of later Hinduism, and different sections of the
poem express varying and sometimes contradictory beliefs. Clashes in India do not lead to
rejections or radical reversals but result in accretions and steady proliferation. This is the
synthetic Indian way. The epic has been retold in written and oral vernacular versions throughout
South and Southeast Asia and has always enjoyed immense popularity.34 Its various incidents
have been portrayed in Indian miniature paintings and in sculpted relief in temples across India



and far away in Borobudur in Indonesia and Angkor Wat in Cambodia.The entire Mahabharata is
made up of almost 100,000 couplets—its length is seven times that of the Iliad and the Odyssey
combined—divided into eighteen parvans or ‘books’.35 Its author is said to be the sage Vyasa
(literally ‘the compiler’), who appears as a character in the poem. More likely it was composed by
a great number of bardic poets and revised by priests who added substantially to the ever-
expanding text over a long period and was passed on for generations by oral tradition.
Professional sutas, ‘bards’, were the original poets and singers when Brahminism had not
separated its priest caste greatly from other Aryans. The brahmin redaction, which is all that now
remains, took its present form between 200 BC and AD 200.’36 Comparing over a hundred
different versions from different parts of the country, Sanskrit scholars in the twentieth century
published a Critical Edition of the epic under V.S. Sukthankar’s leadership at the Bhandarkar
Oriental Research Institute in Pune.37Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey have invited many acts of
homage from translators in many languages. John Keats, the English poet, was so taken with an
Elizabethan verse translation of ‘deep-browed’ Homer that he published a sonnet in its honour,
entitled ‘On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer’. It had left him with a combined sense of
shock and uplift, and he felt like:some watcher of the skiesWhen a new planet swims into his
ken.The Mahabharata has not been so fortunate. It has had no Chapman, no Lattimore. The only
full-scale English translation is by K.M. Ganguly from the late nineteenth century and it is ‘grating
and refractory’. The University of Chicago Press’s project remains incomplete, although a fine
translation of Books 11 and 12 by James Fitzgerald has appeared recently in a fourth volume.
There is hope of a new translation of the epic in a beautiful parallel text (Sanskrit/English) edition
on paper of rare quality in the Clay Sanskrit Library (CSL). Ten volumes have appeared, of which
my favourites are the battle books, translated by Vaughan Pilikian (Drona), Adam Bowles
(Karna) and Justin Meiland (Shalya).For the beginner the short prose versions into English by
R.K. Narayan or C.V. Narasimhan are a good place to start. They capture the weft and warp of
the story, although neither has the majestic music of the original in the same way as Pilikian’s
poetic translation of the Drona (CSL) or W.J. Johnson’s verse version of the tenth book,
Sauptikaparvan.The Mahabharata is about our incomplete lives, about good people acting
badly, about how difficult it is to be good in this world. It turned out to be a fine guide in my quest
to make some sort of sense out of life at its third stage. I set out with the assumption that ‘nature
does not give a man virtue; the process of becoming a good man is an art’. I am not sure if the
Mahabharata has taught me the art of which Seneca speaks. If anything it has probably made
me more ambivalent. Even at the end, the Pandava heroes are still looking for dharma which is
hidden in a cave.Nevertheless, although human perfection may be illusory, dharma may be
‘subtle’, and there are limits to what moral education can achieve, the epic leaves one with the
confidence that it is in our nature also to be good. This thought more than any other helped to
assuage my ‘third stage melancholy’. The Mahabharata believes that our lives should not have
to be so cruel and humiliating. This explains its refrain, ‘dharma leads to victory!’ Although it is
spoken with irony at times, the epic genuinely desires that our relationships be more honest and



fair. Since the epic is a narrative, the personal viewpoint dominates. But the story stops often
enough when the impersonal viewpoint takes over. Goethe pointed out long ago that the
impersonal viewpoint within us produces a desire for goodness, fairness and equality, while the
personal one wishes the opposite, seeking only one’s own gain, often at the expense of
others.38 This conflict between our divided selves underlies the dilemmas that are faced both by
the epic’s heroes and by us. Hence, it leaves us with an ‘awareness of the possibilities of
life’.39My academic holiday turned out to be a much-needed corrective to my stereotypical view
of the ‘spirituality’ of India in contrast to the ‘rationality’ of the West.40 From the beginning, the
West has sought for what was ‘wondrous in the East’ and it seemed to find it in India’s religious
and spiritual identity. This focus on the exotic neglected the ‘deep-seated heterogeneity of Indian
traditions’.41 Indians, for their part, have been happy to embrace this self-image of ‘spirituality’
as a way to recover their self-esteem after long years of colonial history. It makes them feel
superior to the ‘materialistic’ West. But they have paid a price. In their obsession with moksha,
the ‘spiritual’ end, they sometimes lose sight these days of the three worldly goals—dharma,
artha, and kama—which are needed to lead a more balanced life. These are the very pursuits
that the Mahabharata commends to its listeners:When this great incomparable tale,
esteemedBy dispassionate men of wide erudition,Is studied in detail, their spreading insightInto
the three pursuits will conquer the earth.421DURYODHANA’S ENVY‘What man of mettle will
stand to see hisrivals prosper and himself decline?’Why should one like you envy
Yudhishthira? . . . Be content with what you have, stay with your own dharma—that is the way to
happiness.—Dhritarashtra to Duryodhana,Mahabharata II.5.3, 61‘I am scorched by envy’The
Mahabharata is set in and around Hastinapura, ‘city of the elephant’, in the fertile region around
modern-day Delhi. It is the story of the rivalry between cousins, the Pandavas and the Kauravas,
who are descended from King Bharata. The Pandavas are the five sons of the pale and sickly
Pandu; the Kauravas are the hundred sons of his blind brother, Dhritarashtra. The conflict begins
when Dhritarashtra, the elder of the two princes, is passed over as king because of blindness.
Pandu assumes power. But Pandu has been cursed to die if he has sex. So, he turns to niyoga—
employing a surrogate to obtain an heir. In this way, Pandu has five sons from his two wives—
Yudhishthira, Bhima, Arjuna, Nakula and Sahadeva. After a series of wars, he renounces the
throne to become a religious hermit—leaving blind Dhritarashtra to rule the imperial city.Soon
there is rivalry over the succession. Prince Duryodhana, the eldest son of Dhritarashtra, disputes
the right of the eldest Pandava, Yudhishthira, to take over the throne. Angry and vengeful,
Duryodhana threatens, abuses, and attempts to assassinate the Pandavas, who are forced to
flee the kingdom. During their exile the five brothers jointly marry Princess Draupadi and meet
their cousin Krishna, who is God, and who becomes their friend and companion for life.In the
hope of stopping the conflict between the cousins, Dhritarashtra divides the kingdom, giving the
barren half to the Pandavas. Despite their disadvantages, the accomplished Pandavas work
hard, clear a forest to live in, and prosper. They rule justly and expand their territories through
conquests and alliances, and they build a striking, grand capital called Indraprastha, which



some archaeologists believe is buried under present-day Delhi. Soon they are widely
acknowledged to have become the paramount power, and the Kauravas grow jealous again.To
commemorate his rise to imperial power, Yudhishthira performs rajasuya, the ancient ceremony
of consecration. Dozens of rulers come laden with expensive gifts to acknowledge his imperial
claim. Duryodhana comes as well to participate in his cousin’s festivities. As a close relative, he
has been assigned, illadvisedly it turns out, the responsibility of overseeing the collection of
tribute.We join the action in Book Two of the Mahabharata as Prince Duryodhana is returning
home from the grand and opulent ceremony, accompanied by his uncle, Shakuni Saubala. He is
sulking as he remembers his humiliation when he fell into the pool in the amazing palace of the
Pandavas.He thought it was land and fell into the water with his clothes on . . . Mighty Bhimasena
saw him that way, as did Arjuna and the twins, and they burst out laughing. A choleric man, he
did not suffer their mockery; to save face he did not look at them.2‘Scorched by envy’ of his
cousin Yudhishthira, Duryodhana is sunk in gloomy thought.3 Seeing him thus, Shakuni asks,
‘What is the reason that you travel with so many sighs?’4 Duryodhana replies:I saw the earth
entire under Yudhishthira’s sway, conquered by the majesty of the weapons of the great spirited
Arjuna. I saw their grand sacrifice, Uncle . . . Rancour has filled me, and burning day and night I
am drying up like a shrunken pond in the hot season.5The memory of ‘those manifold riches
which the kings heaped’ upon Yudhishthira as they ‘waited upon him like tax-paying commoners’
makes him prey to envy.6 He says:For what man of mettle in this world will have patience when
he sees his rivals prosper and himself decline? . . . When I see their fortune and that splendid
hall and the mockery of the guards, I burn as if with fire.7Shakuni consoles him, saying that it is
useless to brood over the good fortune of his cousins. They cannot be defeated in battle; they
are far superior warriors, and have made important alliances which give them immense power.
One needs clever means. Shakuni suggests a gambling match.[Yudhishthira] loves to gamble
but does not know how to play. If the lordly king is challenged he will not be able to resist. I am a
shrewd gambler, and I don’t have any match on earth . . . Challenge him to a game of dice . . . I
will [play on your behalf and] defeat him.8Duryodhana likes the idea, and together they hatch a
conspiracy. He asks his uncle to work on his father. Thus, a few days later king Dhritarashtra
summons his son:My son, what is the reason that you are so sorely aggrieved? Shakuni here
tells me that you looked pale and yellow and wan and that you are brooding . . . You wear fine
clothes, you eat [the best of] meats, purebred horses carry you. [You have] costly beds and
charming women, well-appointed houses and all the recreation you want . . . Why do you pine,
my son?9Duryodhana tells his father that these pleasures do not satisfy him for he bears an
awesome grudge against his more successful cousin. ‘Having seen the all-surpassing wealth of
the Pandava, I find no peace in my burning heart,’ he says. Words come cheaply to the blind
king, and he counsels his son to abide by the dharma of the kshatriya, behave and fight
honourably, and not pursue wealth.Do not hate the Pandavas! One who hates takes on as much
grief as in death. Why should one like you envy Yudhishthira, a simple man who has the same
goals as you, the same friends, and does not hate you? Why do you, my son, a prince, his equal



in birth and prowess, covet your brother’s fortune . . . Be content with what you have, stay with
your own dharma—that way lies happiness.10Duryodhana counters his father with the big-
chested ethic of the warrior, which is to put down his enemies before they become dangerous,
and to win at any cost. That is the true dharma of the kshatriya, he says.Low is the man, they say,
who is incapable of indignation . . . Discontent is at the root of prosperity. That is why I want to be
dissatisfied. Only he who reaches for the heights, king, is the ultimate politician. Should we not
pursue selfish ways when we have power or are rich?11Duryodhana, thus, makes a virtue of his
envy, cloaking it in a philosophy of egoism and the amoral pursuit of power:No one, lord of the
people, is born anyone’s enemy . . . If one watches in his folly the rise of his enemy’s side, the
other will cut his root, like a swelling disease. An enemy, however tiny, whose might grows on
and [who eventually] destroys one, is like an anthill [who] destroys the tree . . . As long as I fail to
recover the power from the Pandavas I shall be in danger.12Gradually he succeeds in
persuading his father, who has always had a weakness for his eldest son. The king summons his
counsellor and half-brother, Vidura, before whom he disguises his decision as an act of fate. ‘It is
ordained,’ he says, and commands him to go and invite Yudhishthira for a ‘friendly game of dice’.
Vidura is not taken in by this hypocritical talk. He is hugely distressed, and leaves dejectedly on
his mission.Yudhishthira smells trouble as soon as he receives the invitation. He knows that
Shakuni cheats. But he cannot refuse his uncle, who is like a father to him. He says:It sounds like
the most dangerous dice players will be there, sure to resort to tricks and deceit . . . [But] I shall
not refuse to play dice at Dhritarashtra’s command; a son must respect his father . . . I shall not
be able to refuse; that is my eternal vow.13Besides, a game of dice is part of the ritual of imperial
consecration, required of the king in the Vedic rajasuya ceremony. So, Yudhishthira agrees
reluctantly, knowing that disaster awaits.14Indeed, the game of dice is a grand affair in a
specially built hall of a thousand pillars adorned by gems and filled with kings and noblemen.
Duryodhana announces that his uncle Shakuni will play on his behalf. It is clear to Yudhishthira
that the ‘friendly game of dice’ is, in fact, a duel, but he cannot refuse a challenge and must
stand by his word, even when the challenge is dodgy.They begin to play. Starting modestly with
a handful of pearls, the stakes rise quickly. Yudhishthira slowly slips into a gambler’s frenzy, blind
to the consequences, forgetting himself. He hears only the clatter of the rolling dice, followed by
Shakuni’s chant, ‘Won!’ and cheers from the Kauravas’ side. He begins to lose, and lose
consistently. By the end of round ten, halfway through the game, he has lost pearls, gold, his
finely caparisoned chariot, a thousand elephants, choice horses, male and female slaves, and
an army of chariots and charioteers.Vidura, standing beside King Dhritarashtra, sees disaster
ahead. He tries to stop the game. Appealing to the blind king to give up his son’s cause for the
greater good of the kingdom, he argues:To save the family, abandon an individual. To save the
village, abandon a family; to save the country, abandon a village. To save the soul, abandon the
earth.15But the hypocritical king is so delighted at seeing his son winning, he ignores his
counsellor. Shakuni prods his rival to keep playing. Yudhishthira knows that Shakuni is cheating,
but he is spellbound. Besides, to pull out now would be dishonourable. Thus, the game enters a



crucial stage. In the next four throws Yudhishthira loses all his wealth and his kingdom. Then he
stakes his brothers one by one and loses them. Finally, he loses himself and becomes a slave of
Duryodhana. Shakuni says:There is only your precious queen left, and there is also one throw of
the dice remaining. Stake her and win yourself [and all you have lost] back with
her.16Yudhishthira agrees, saying ‘I play you for her’. Feelings of revulsion and horror fill the
assembly hall. The elders, in dismay, break into a sweat. Vidura buries his face in his hands.
Only King Dhritarashtra is exhilarated. No one dares to stop the ‘universal sovereign’ from
wagering his queen. Shakuni throws the dice and cries out joyfully, ‘We have won!’‘A friendly
game of dice’‘So much for a friendly game of dice!’17 Although most of us do not go about
trapping our neighbours in dice games, we do suffer universally from envy. I don’t know anyone
who is immune. Even as a child I remember envy used to make my world rotten. It has the
terrible ability to wreak damage in public life as well, leaving everyone worse off. It was envy of
the Jews which led, in part, to the Holocaust during World War II. In socialist societies, it is often
behind extortionate tax rates. So, it is a good place to begin my dharma quest.But before that I
want to address a question that has been nagging at me—why did Yudhishthira agree to play
this disastrous game, especially when he knew that Shakuni was a far better player and also
cheated? It is not clear from the text if Shakuni cheated that day, but he had earlier confided in
Duryodhana, ‘I shall cheat him, my lord, win and seize his celestial fortune. Summon
him!’18Shakuni is confident that Yudhishthira will not refuse to play because he had taken an
oath. The sage Vyasa, the narrator of the epic, had warned Yudhishthira during his royal
consecration ceremony: ‘At the end of thirteen years, bull of Bharatas, the entire race of
kshatriyas will be wiped out and you will be the instrument of their destruction.’19 As soon as he
heard this, Yudhishthira grew depressed. He naively vowed not to say ‘no’, nor to refuse
anything, hoping in this way to avoid conflict with others, and thus, to ‘blunt the edge of fate’. It
turned out, of course, to be a ruinous vow, for it gave Duryodhana and Shakuni the confidence to
challenge him, knowing that he would not refuse.A second explanation for his ruinous decision
is that Yudhishthira knows that he is expected to play dice as a part of the ancient Vedic rajasuya
ritual to consecrate him ‘universal sovereign’.20 The purpose of this ancient ritual was to re-
create a social and cosmic order, heralding the ‘birth’ of the king.21 The ritual game reproduces
in miniature the model of the cosmos, allowing the players to fashion the cosmos in the right
manner. The four sides of the dice also symbolize the four Ages. The king is the maker of the
Age, and the ceremonial dice game played at his consecration, like the gambling of Shiva in
mythology, determines what kind of cosmic age will come up next—a Golden Age or the
degraded Kali Age. The fate of the world, thus, hangs on this game of dice.22 However, it is
purely a ritual according to the manuals of the brahmins, and not this perversion that the epic
dramatizes.A third and simpler explanation is that Yudhishthira was addicted to gambling.
Shakuni says that he ‘loves to play but has little skill’.23 In the next book of the epic, Yudhishthira
will, indeed, confess to this weakness. And later, when the Pandavas are in disguise, he will play
a gambling instructor to the king of Virata. Still, it is hard to believe that this most moral of human



beings, incapable of telling a lie, cannot resist the sound of dice like the proverbial gambler of
the Rig Veda: ‘When I swear I will not play with them, I am left behind by my friends as they
depart. But when the brown dice raise their voice as they are thrown down, I run at once to
rendezvous with them, like a woman to her lover.’24If Yudhishthira knew his weakness, why did
he allow himself to get into a situation that could escalate into tragedy? Plato thought it was
impossible for rational beings to do wrong knowingly.25 But Aristotle disagreed, and he felt that
Plato’s view contradicted the observed facts about ordinary human beings. He believed that a
person may have the knowledge but may not use it.26 Indian thinkers seem to have shared
Aristotle’s practical view. They believed that ‘people do, in fact, act against their moral
convictions and this is an unhappy fact about ourselves’.27Games have been used throughout
history to understand human behaviour and even to help unravel moral dilemmas.28 In this
particular game everything seems to have gone wrong. The king was expected to preside over a
ritual and not become a player in the gambling duel. It was in the wrong place—it should have
been held in Yudhishthira’s own assembly hall in the Pandavas’ city of Indraprastha, not in the
Kauravas’ city of Hastinapura. According to the ritual, the king ought to have been ceremonially
installed on a throne, after taking ‘three Vishnu steps’. In the Vedic ceremony, the king takes a
step ‘in each of the five directions’ to legitimize the physical battles over space that had been
won by Arjuna, Bhima and the other Pandavas.29What then is one to make of this dice game
which was meant to create order but is destroying it? Is it a signal to the audience that the world
of the Mahabharata has gone awry? It has become vishama, ‘uneven’, and even the god
Krishna’s attempts to ‘even’ it will only ‘make it spiral downwards to destruction’.30 Most of the
characters in the epic hope that dharma will help to even it.The loaded game of dice is a
metaphor for the vulnerable human life in which death and kala, ‘time’, inevitably triumph. The
Mahabharata keeps reminding us that kala is always ‘cooking’ us.31 In an essay, David
Shulman, the Sanskrit scholar, describes Yudhishthira’s lonely and opaque situation by asking
us to imagine if our world were ‘impenetrably enigmatic; that blindness is far more than a
metaphor for human perception . . . Assume, too, that life is a dice game, governed by rules
known to be deceptive, in which the least experienced, least adequate player is nevertheless
pushed to the point of staking everything he has including, in the end, himself, with the certainty
of losing . . . Assume a world in which each of the players in this game must be seen to die in
most cases violently and unfairly; in which, moreover, the poles of life and death are present in
every move with the death pole always strangely privileged, cognitively and metaphysically, so
that death is, in effect, the only possible outcome of the game. In such a world, one mostly fights
for time.’32The dice game foreshadows the apocalyptic war between the Pandavas and the
Kauravas over a claim to the kingdom that is dubious on both sides. The ‘least adequate player’
is Yudhishthira—a good man, addicted to gambling. He does not want to fight the war, yet it is he
who will give the order for the war to begin. He will win the war in the end, not only by skill and
excellence, but by deception and trickery. After the victory, there will be no pleasure in ruling over
an empty kingdom, as everyone will be dead.Is this the epic’s way of telling us that ours is an



enigmatic, deficient and incompetent world where the ordinary human being does not know why
he is born or when he will die, but only that he will? ‘The Mahabharata sees a vice behind every
virtue, a snake behind every horse, and a doomsday behind every victory, an uncompleted ritual
behind every completed sacrifice.’33Duryodhana’s envy in this ‘uneven world’What makes for
uncertainty in our lives is often our own frailties. The moral flaws of human beings make our
world full of vaishamya, ‘unevenness’, and bring about the nasty surprises that make us
vulnerable. Duryodhana is one of the chief causes of ‘unevenness’ in the Mahabharata and I felt
that my education in dharma had to begin with him. He suffers from so many vices (pride, greed,
anger, hatred, an excess of ego, etc.), but his most dangerous defect is envy—which is also the
driving force of calamity in the Mahabharata.Duryodhana realizes at his cousin’s consecration
that he feels inferior before the success of the Pandavas. ‘What man of mettle will stand to see
his rivals prosper and himself decline?’ is his envious reaction to Yudhishthira’s good fortune. It
is his way of saying, ‘Why not me?’—the age-old question of the envious person. Envy, of
course, is ‘inherent in the nature of man’, according to Immanuel Kant.34 Frankly, I have not met
a single person who was free of envy, although some claimed to be. Put two human beings
together and there will be envy. Envy is so pervasive, so natural, that one is often not aware of it.
The universal human tendency to envy forces the Mahabharata towards a devastating
conclusion. It believes that an envious person cannot be truthful. Such a person cannot be
trusted for envy takes away some of an individual’s liberty. And ‘freedom is acquired by a good
man, possessing the truth’.35Envy involves an envier (Duryodhana), an envied or rival
(Yudhishthira), and a possession (the Pandavas’ talent for success). The possession can be an
object (the throne) but it can also be a talent such as Arjuna’s ability with the bow. In this case,
Duryodhana’s envy may have been incited by Yudhishthira’s recent rise in wealth and power, but
he is smart enough to know that his envy ultimately relates to the Pandavas’ ability to acquire the
possession. Hence, he does not merely want the throne but he also wants to destroy the
Pandavas.Duryodhana’s envy makes him hate the Pandavas. That, too, one can understand, for
‘hatred always accompanies envy’. Duryodhana thinks obsessively about the wealth and the
power of the Pandavas. He grows anxious and mean-hearted, pale and sickly. He betrays
another characteristic of envy. It is a colossal waste of mental energy and this is perhaps why
writers across the ages have associated it with ill health. Horace, the Roman lyric poet, said that
those who were inflicted by envy grew thin. Shakespeare’s Cassius became ‘lean and hungry’.
Clearly, envy is a health hazard.Duryodhana decides that he cannot be happy unless he can
wreck the Pandavas’ happiness. Schopenhauer, the German philosopher, captures this
characteristic of envy in a devastating portrait:Because they feel unhappy, [they] cannot bear the
sight of someone they think is happy . . . in the boundless egotism of our nature there is joined
more or less in every human breast a fund of hatred, anger, envy, rancour, and malice,
accumulated like the venom in a serpent’s tooth.36The human tendency to evaluate one’s well-
being by comparing it with that of another is the cause of Duryodhana’s distress.Duryodhana is
at least open about his envy, but his father’s envy is hidden. It is so secretive, in fact, that the



blind king himself is often not aware of it, let alone admit to it.37 Dhritarashtra is a hypocrite—
and hence, more dangerous. He has found clever ways of dealing with his envy so that the world
will have a better opinion of him and, equally important, that he will retain a better opinion of
himself. Even as he pretends to be virtuous, secretly he wants to see his son act out his own
deepest desires.Like Polonius in Hamlet, Dhritarashtra gives pious advice, counselling his son
to be just and virtuous, but he is silently pleased with Duryodhana’s plan to trap Yudhishthira in
the dice game. ‘It is the father who fails his son, and not the other way around.’38 Dhritarashtra’s
envy slips out at unguarded moments. Bhima cannot forget the unrestrained rejoicing on the
blind father’s face as Yudhishthira keeps losing. At each throw of the dice, the hypocrite’s mask
falls. In the next chapter, he will ‘generously’ return his son’s dishonest winnings (ostensibly as a
boon to the virtuous Draupadi), but his real motive will be fear. He will be scared by evil
omens.Such hidden, hypocritical envy has often been considered more dangerous than
Duryodhana’s more open and honest feelings. The ancient Greeks realized that the very fact that
one is successful and prosperous is a good reason for one to be envied. They thought man to be
naturally envious—‘envy being part of his basic character and disposition’.39 So, they were
open about it. Since envy could not be suppressed, the Greeks devised a way to deal with it by
ostracizing successful people, especially popular politicians. Aristides the Just was shunned,
according to Plutarch, because he was too good. ‘I am fed up with hearing him being called too
virtuous,’ an Athenian is said to have remarked. They exiled their statesman Themistocles for
living lavishly and putting on superior airs. Ostracism meant having to go away for ten years in
order to give time for envy ‘to cool off’. Socrates might have been put to death for the same
reason—‘envy for his great integrity and virtue’.40The Greeks were not alone in driving out
outstanding statesmen and generals. Winston Churchill, the popular wartime premier, was
defeated in the 1945 elections. Many Conservatives interpreted his defeat as the result of envy
and resentment, and a fear that he might acquire too much power or become too popular. De
Gaulle suffered a similar fate in 1946.41If the Greeks institutionalized how to deal with envy
through ostracism, Indians coped with it by renouncing it. No one would be envious of worldly
success if you renounce it, and hope for compensation in another world. Even before the
Buddha, the ‘Renouncer’ had become a perennial hero in India. I have known a number of very
successful Indians who worried constantly that things might be going too well. They feared that
their good fortune would not last and soon there would be a reversal. For this reason, many
parents in India place a small black dot on a child’s face to ward off retaliation by the
envious.The Chinese, on the other hand, cope with envy by appearing to be excessively and
hypocritically modest and seek to disparage their achievements. ‘O sir, I am your mean and
humble servant who just happened to hit upon this idea,’ is not an uncommon refrain. If one sets
too high a value on one’s abilities, it makes one commit the social offence of regarding oneself
as better than others. Thus, the well-known Chinese fear of ‘losing face’ is a ritualized attitude, in
part, to avoid envy.42‘A kshatriya’s duty is to prevail’Duryodhana is not ashamed of his envy
because it is part of a larger and consistent egoistic philosophical outlook. When he is feeling



low, filled with hatred for the Pandavas, his father Dhritarashtra tries to comfort him, counselling
him not to covet what belongs to Yudhishthira:Envy of another is ignoble behaviour. Be content
with what you have. Perform your own duty—therein lies happiness.43Duryodhana disagrees.
He replies that his duty is to win at all costs. A smart person pursues power and uses it to exact
as much as possible from the weak. If he does not do that he leaves himself vulnerable to attack
from an enemy:A kshatriya’s duty is to prevail, great king. Whether by virtuous means or not . . .
O bull among Bharatas, he should go out like a charioteer and whip every corner of the earth
into submission.44Accordingly, he is not embarrassed about feeling envious because it is a form
of discontent that will lead to ambition:Discontent is the root of success; this is why I desire it.
Only the person who reaches for the heights, noble lord, becomes the ultimate leader.45His
envy goads him to act against his rivals, the Pandavas. No means are too foul for he has to win
at any cost. He tries poisoning them, drowning them, and burning them alive; he lets serpents
loose upon them. Trapping Yudhishthira in a game is merely the latest in a string of actions to
wipe out his enemies. In Bhasa’s classical play, Dutavakya, whose hero happens to be
Duryodhana, he tells Krishna the same thing about what is necessary to gain power:Kingship is
enjoyed by brave princes after conquering their foes in battle. It cannot be had by begging, nor is
it conferred upon the poor in this world. If they desire to become kings, let them venture forth on
the battlefield, or else let them at their will enter a hermitage, sought for peace by men of tranquil
minds.46Like Thrasymachus in Plato’s Republic, Duryodhana sees morality as a veiled way to
protect the interests of the powerful.47 As he sees it, what people call ‘dharma’ is really a clever
way of advancing those interests.Duryodhana’s view of the world is by no means unique.
Conquerors and rulers throughout history have espoused it. It is called ‘realism’ or ‘realpolitik’ by
students of international politics. In India, its chief advocate was Kautilya, who wrote the classic
treatise Arthashastra. In the West, this viewpoint was made famous by Thomas Hobbes, the
English philosopher, who argued that if men do not conquer when they can, they only reveal
weakness and invite attack. ‘By a necessity of nature’ (a phrase Hobbes made popular) they
conquer when they can. Hobbes translated Thucydides’s classic history of the Peloponnesian
War, which is the foundation stone of ‘Realist’ thinking about international relations. In it,
Athenian generals who were about to conquer Melos, a Spartan colony, said much the same to
the people of Melos in 416 BC: ‘They who have the odds of power exact as much as they can,
and the weak yield to such conditions as they can get . . . [men] will everywhere reign over those
such as they be too strong for . . .’48The Mahabharata is clearly embarrassed by Duryodhana’s
matsya nyaya, ‘big-fish-eats-small-fish’ view of the world, which is the Indian equivalent of the
law of the jungle, a metaphor for the vicious, violent aspects of human nature. Later when Arjuna
will urge Yudhishthira not to renounce the throne, he will remind him that violence is the way of
the world: ‘I see no being which lives in the world without violence. Creatures exist at one
another’s expense; the strong eat the weak. The mongoose eats mice, as the cat eats the
mongoose; the dog devours the cat, your majesty, and wild beasts eat the dog.’49 Bhishma,
their grandfather, will employ this anarchic image of disorder in the natural world in order to



justify danda, ‘retributive justice’ and the rule of law and order, by a tough but just king.50Other
characters in the Mahabharata will contest Duryodhana’s egoistic philosophy. Yudhishthira, in
particular, will offer a competing view of the world, based on dharma, which he explains is a
universal duty of righteousness, applicable to all and founded on non-violence, truth and a
concern for others. So too will Vidura, whose moral thinking is based on the consequences of
actions rather than duty. He reminds us on a number of occasions that there were evil portents
when Duryodhana was born:Wicked Duryodhana, killer of Bharata’s line,Shrieked, they say, the
jackal’s chilling scream,The moment he was born. It is he who will causeThe destruction of you
all!51If a kshatriya soldier’s duty is to prevail at any cost, and if the prize is kingship, then the
game of dice is not an unreasonable strategy. Duryodhana, however, does have a reasonable
claim to the Hastinapura throne. Recall that there were two lines of succession. His father was
the older son, but was born blind. Hence, the throne went to Pandu, his half-brother, who was
the son of the second wife. His eldest son, Yudhishthira, was born a few minutes before
Duryodhana, and this is at the heart of the Pandavas’ legal claim to the kingdom. Since Pandu
could not have sex, Yudhishthira was born from a god, who acted as proxy to give Kunti a son.
On the other hand, Duryodhana was born naturally to Dhritarashtra and not by proxy. Hence,
Duryodhana’s claim to the kingdom might be stronger. In any case, this is academic. After
Dhritarashtra divided the kingdom between the Kauravas and the Pandavas, Duryodhana’s
claim to the original, undivided kingdom disappeared.Duryodhana might still argue that
Yudhishthira was addicted to gambling—so, he was merely taking advantage of a weakness in
the character of his adversary, who clearly made a bad decision to play. But Yudhishthira could
easily counter, saying that he was innocently following an ancient Vedic rajasuya sacrifice, as a
part of his consecration ceremony.52 He was duped into playing against a cheat. Although
Shakuni does admit that he cheats, Duryodhana could retort that there was no hard evidence of
cheating on that day—Yudhishthira just happened to be playing against a better player. It is
always tempting to see human beings as ‘good’ and ‘bad’, but this is not the Mahabharata’s
way.53 It never makes the choice easy.Once the war begins, Duryodhana will grow as a
character. He will prove himself to be a highly skilled commander and will rise in our esteem. He
is brave and he possesses shri—an indispensable quality in a great, charismatic ruler. His flaw is
his unwillingness to accept Krishna’s divinity, at least according to the Vaishnav reading of the
text;54 he stands up to God, and asserts man’s priority in the greater scheme of things.In the
end, there is something heroic about him as he lies dying on the battlefield. He evokes
admiration as he defiantly recounts Krishna’s wrongdoings. He proclaims that if the Pandavas
had fought honestly, not deceitfully, he would have won. Unrepentant, and without self-pity, he
declares:Whose end is more admirable than mine? Who else could bring his life to a close with
such nobility? I shall dwell in heaven with my brothers and friends. You will spend your days in
despair, in sorrow.55Eternal sickness or healthy competitiveness?The sort of envy evinced by
Duryodhana was not unfamiliar to me when I was growing up in Simla. My mother had a great
and unfulfilled desire to be a part of Simla’s fashionable society. She envied those who belonged



to ‘the club’, the glamorous Amateur Dramatic Club. She must have transmitted this to me, for I
grew up with an acute concern over my position in society, comparing myself to those who had
things that I did not possess, boys who were more attractive to girls than I was, and especially
those who made it to the school cricket team.My father, however, had a sunnier temperament,
and he saw a positive side to envy. It fostered a healthy competitive spirit, a desire to better
oneself. He pointed out the example of a daughter of a poor relative of ours. She had always
been discriminated against by her family, who preferred and pampered her brother. Envy drove
her to work hard at studies and aspire to a better life. She succeeded. She sat for a competitive
exam, got into the coveted Indian Administrative Service, and went on to become a powerful civil
servant. Her spoiled brother grew into a mediocrity. Drona, the archery teacher of the Kauravas
and Pandavas, I recalled, had also exploited envy between the cousins to raise the level of their
overall performance.It is thus possible for the envier to want something but without wishing the
envied to lose it at the same time. This positive sort of envy that my father alluded to leads to
ambition, to want to emulate the successful, but without the malicious desire to deprive the rival
of the possession. This is called ‘benign’ or ‘emulative’ envy and it is the one on display when
one says to a friend, ‘I envy you for such and such skill.’ One obviously does not want to deprive
the friend of the talent or the skill. Nor is one filled with pain in the case of benign envy.While all
this may be true, the Mahabharata would have thought this a marginal aspect of envy, probably
deserving of a different name. The epic would have considered my father naïve. The epic says:
‘The man who envies other people for their conduct, beauty, courage, family lineage, happiness,
success and favour has an eternal sickness.’56 To prove the point Duryodhana does grow
physically sick after witnessing the enormous success of his cousins. So did my mother. She
grew weak and was acutely depressed for several weeks. The doctor could not make anything of
it. One day I overheard her tell my aunt that she thought that the cause of her depression was
our attractive and sophisticated neighbour, who was also popular in Simla’s ‘high society’. She
was an accomplished woman and each success of hers seemed to affect my mother in a
negative way. Gore Vidal, I think, expressed my mother’s emotion in a more brutal way:
‘Whenever a friend succeeds a little,’ he wrote, ‘something in me dies.’57John Rawls, my teacher
at Harvard, would have characterized my mother’s sentiment as ‘general envy’ of Simla’s high
society. General envy, he explains, does not have a particular person as its object, and is
experienced by the less advantaged for those better situated.58 Duryodhana’s ‘special envy’, on
the other hand, is specific to the Pandavas. It covets the specific things that the other person
possesses. Occasionally, general envy can become specific as my mother’s did when it became
concentrated on our neighbour.When I grew up and entered the business world I encountered
both the healthy envy (that my father spoke about) and the negative and destructive faces of
envy. As a young manager, I felt envious of my rivals and it spurred me to improve, but on
occasion, it threatened to get out of control too. Many of my customers were petty wholesalers of
the merchant caste, who were objects of deep envy in the small towns of India. During my
travels, I found that people were quite happy to borrow from them, but they scorned and abused



them behind their back and never mixed with them socially. The Bania trader has always been
more prosperous than the locals and was envied for his wealth in many parts of Asia and Africa.
This envy occasionally turns violent, as it did in Idi Amin Dada’s Uganda when thousands of
Indian families were expelled in 1972.The envy I encountered in the business world, however,
was nothing compared to what I would see later in the academic world. ‘The reason academic
politics are so bitter is that so little is at stake,’ Henry Kissinger was fond of saying.59 There is a
certain misery attached to the academic life, no doubt, in which envy plays a considerable part.
As Max Weber noted, ‘Do you think that, year after year, you will be able to stand to see one
mediocrity after another promoted over you, and still not become embittered and dejected? Of
course, the answer is always: “Naturally, I live only for my calling.” Only in a very few cases have I
found [young academics] able to undergo it without suffering spiritual damage.’60The Jews have
been victim to a general envy by the unsuccessful for the successful. Forced out of their
homeland 2,000 years ago by Roman oppression, they spread across Europe and prospered
spectacularly in many places, including Vienna and Berlin, till Hitler took over. Joseph Epstein
tells us that in the ‘Vienna of 1936, a city that was 90 per cent Catholic and 9 per cent Jewish,
Jews accounted for 60 per cent of the city’s lawyers, more than half its physicians, more than 90
per cent of its advertising executives, and 123 of its 174 newspaper editors. And this is not to
mention the prominent places Jews held in banking, retailing, and intellectual and artistic life.
The numbers four or five years earlier for Berlin are said to have been roughly similar.’61Is it
surprising that Nazism had its greatest resonance in these two cities? Before killing the Jews,
Germans and Austrians felt the need to humiliate their victims: ‘They had Jewish women
cleaning floors, had Jewish physicians scrubbing the cobblestone streets of Vienna with
toothbrushes as Nazi youth urinated on them and forced elderly Jews to do hundreds of deep
knee bends until they fainted or sometimes died. All this suggests a vicious evening of the score
that has the ugly imprint of envy on the loose. The Jews in Germany and Austria had succeeded
not only beyond their numbers but also, in the eyes of the envious, beyond their right—and now
they would be made to pay for it. Envy was being acted out, as never before.’62 It led to the
murder of six million Jews in the Second World War.Today, I find envy laced through the
statements of European and Indian intellectuals about America. Arundhati Roy’s essay after the
11 September 2001 terrorist attack on the World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in
Washington is an example. Like many anti-American intellectuals writing in the days after the
attack, Roy claimed that it was the direct result of American foreign policy—the implication being
that America somehow deserved what had happened. There is widespread anti-American
sentiment in the world which regards the United States as arrogant, indifferent to human
suffering, consumerist, and contemptuous of international law. Much of this is probably correct,
but I find that some of it is inspired by envy of America’s success.What begins initially as envy of
America slowly turns into a visceral hatred of the ‘American Empire’. As a result of this India
almost lost the Indo–US nuclear deal in 2008 and a historic opportunity to climb to world power
status because of the intransigence of Leftist parties in the Parliament. Most Indians found it



inexplicable that the Left could quibble over a treaty that was so obviously in their nation’s self-
interest. There is much to criticize about America’s behaviour, but it should not come at one’s
own expense.Envy of America, and anti-Americanism in general, often gets transferred to global
institutions like the World Bank that are seen to be under American control. It came as a shock to
me that the city of Delhi is endowed with more water than most cities. Delhi has 300 litres per
person per day of treated water available compared to Paris with 150 or London with 171. Yet
people in Paris and London get water twenty-four hours a day while Delhi’s residents get it only
for four hours on the average. The poor in Delhi (and our other cities) have to depend on water
tankers, and when the tanker is late there is a scramble and even a riot. Recently, a tanker driver
was late. Fearing for his life, he took off at high speed and crushed a child in the chaos.Delhi’s
government, to its credit, decided to fix the problem in 2004. It enlisted the service of World
Bank experts, who had solved similar problems in other countries. They came up with a plan to
professionalize the water board and insulate it from politicians who were mostly responsible for
the distribution problems. When the Left-leaning NGO Parivartan discovered that Delhi was
about to take a World Bank loan and change its management, it mounted a huge and successful
campaign in the media, claiming falsely ‘privatization’ and ‘sell out to the World Bank’. I
discovered later that Parivartan had been profoundly influenced by the employees of the water
authority, who were afraid that better-performing employees might advance more rapidly in a
professional system of management. It was thus envy of poor performers for high performers
combined with an anti-Americanism (that was subconsciously rooted) that killed Delhi’s water
reforms. Sadly, Sheila Dikshit, the chief minister of Delhi, got scared by the ‘fear’ campaign
unleased by the press, and dropped the excellent World Bank plan. With this died the prospect
of water for twenty-four hours a day in Delhi.An Indian morality playIn 2007, Anil Ambani was the
fifth richest person in the world according to the Forbes list of billionaires, but he was consumed
with a Duryodhana-like envy for his more accomplished older brother, Mukesh, who was placed
a notch higher on the list. Each brother had his Shakuni, who was happy to rig a game of dice in
order to win the prize and destroy the other brother. Sibling rivalry inside India’s wealthiest family
had been the longest-running soap opera in the country, having mesmerized millions for the past
four years. It mattered to the nation because enterprises of the two brothers accounted for 3 per
cent of India’s GDP, 10 per cent of government tax revenues and 14 per cent of India’s exports.
Millions of shareholders worried if their epic fight might lay waste their lifelong savings. I saw in
this corporate and family feud a morality play and I wondered if the Mahabharata could shed
some light.The first scene of the play opens in Mumbai’s Kabutarkhana in 1964. The Ambani
children are growing up in a single room in a fifth floor walk-up ‘chawl’ along with six members of
their family. Their father, Dhirubhai Ambani, has just set himself up as a trader in synthetic yarn in
the Pydhonie market. The son of a modest schoolteacher from a village near Porbandar in
Gujarat (not far from where Mahatma Gandhi was born), Dhirubhai has returned form Aden with
Rs 15,000 in capital.63 He discovers that the demand for nylon and polyester fabrics is
monumental whereas supply is scarce because of rigid government controls on production and



imports. This is due to India’s socialist, command economy, created by Jawaharlal Nehru.
Businesses have to contend with dozens of controls, which Indians wryly call ‘Licence Raj’.64
Dhirubhai takes great risks and soon corners government licences in the black market, and
begins to make large monopoly profits. His competitors cry ‘foul’; his critics call him ‘corrupt’. He
understands what Leftist politicians do not—polyester is destined to become a fabric for the
poor whereas they tax and control it as though it was a luxury of the rich. Hence, the mismatch
between demand and supply and a black market.Act Two: Dhirubhai ploughs his profits from
trading into a technologically advanced factory to make synthetic textiles, which is up and
running in record time thanks to his proximity to Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s secretary. The
village boy soon becomes a master gamesman of the Licence Raj, manipulating a decaying and
corrupt regime of controls to his advantage. He integrates backwards to create an outstanding
petrochemicals company, which first makes the raw material for the textiles—polyester fibre—
and then basic polymers and chemicals, until he reaches the magic raw material, petroleum.By
now his sons are grown up. They are back from business school in America and have plunged
into his company, Reliance, which is growing at a scorching pace. Opponents predict its fall after
the economic reforms in the 1990s, but Reliance continues to expand and soon it becomes
India’s largest company. It builds the world’s largest oil refinery in the shortest time, thanks to the
project management skills of Mukesh. Next, the company begins to explore for oil and gas. As
luck would have it, Reliance makes the biggest petroleum find in the world in a decade—a
mountain of gas off the shore of Andhra Pradesh. It is monumental and holds the promise of
easing the import burden of a fast growing, energy-starved nation. From the ‘prince of polyester’
Dhirubhai has become the undisputed king of industrial India.65Act Three opens in 2002 when
the ‘king’ is dead. Three and a half million middle class shareholders (the largest in any
enterprise in the world), who have become rich beyond their dreams, mourn his death. He
leaves behind two highly accomplished sons, and power passes to the older, more sober
Mukesh. The younger, flamboyant Anil marries a film star, Tina Munim. He loves glamour and
cultivates powerful politicians, and this does not go down well with the serious, older brother.
Mukesh tries to marginalize his brother, but Anil retaliates. Filled with monumental envy for ‘the
new king’, he launches an attack on his brother. In the fight, governance failures are revealed for
the first time (about the family’s shareholding and the ownership structure of their new telecom
venture). The stock plunges and the country watches in fear the unfolding of an awesome
tragedy. Finally, their mother—an anguished, Kunti-like figure caught in the middle—intervenes
and splits the kingdom as Dhritarashtra did in the Mahabharata. Three years later, both sons
have prospered beyond their dreams and the value of the empire of each brother is more than
double that of the undivided kingdom.The Ambani saga raises troubling moral questions. It is a
classic rags-to-riches story—the ascent of a simple village boy, who against all odds creates a
world class, globally competitive enterprise that brings enormous prosperity to millions. But it is
also a tale of deceit, bribery and the manipulation of a decaying and corrupt ‘Licence Raj’.
Ambani’s defenders argue that since his enterprises brought so much good to society, what was



the harm if he manipulated an evil system and bribed politicians and bureaucrats? The
government itself realized its problems and has been dismantling the system since 1991. But
Ambani’s opponents counter, saying that it is never justified to break a law. Ends cannot justify
the means. Others believe that the uncertain business world is full of danger and surprise, and a
certain amount of deception is necessary for business success.Anil’s envy of Mukesh is as
dangerous as Duryodhana’s. He cannot bear the fact that his brother has far more power and
fame than he does. He burns inside each time the media extols Mukesh’s awesome managerial
skills. Had the mother not intervened, the rivalry might have hurtled uncontrollably towards a
Kurukshetra-like war, which might have destroyed the whole enterprise, and with it the lives of
millions of people. The drama is by no means over. In 2009, Mukesh had moved up to the third
richest person in the world while Anil had slid to number seven. There continued to be a huge
amount of bad blood and dozens of court cases were pending between the two brothers.
Mukesh too had a Duryodhana in him—he had denied his brother his fair share of the kingdom
until the mother had to intervene.Nevertheless, my father’s view about the positive and
competitive side of envy had also been vindicated. Envy had driven Anil to perform to great
heights, and the value of the enterprises of each brother was far greater than if they had
remained united. Dharma draws a fine line between the positive and negative sides of
competition, and it is easily crossed as we have seen recently in the global financial crisis in
2008. Competition did put great pressure on investment bankers, rating agencies and other
players to bend the rules of decent conduct in the market for US housing mortgages. But when
they justified their acts as rational behaviour based on the healthy competition, they slipped into
the arena of self-deception. To meet the relentless demand of the bottom line and the incentive
of a huge but unseemly bonus, many senior executives compromised their character.‘Nobody
shall be the favourite’Envy also supplies the psychological foundations for our quest for justice,
especially for equality.66 And this too can take both good and bad forms. Freud wrote that our
desire for justice is the product of childhood envy of other children, which makes one hunger for
equal treatment and brings about a ‘group spirit’. He adds, ‘If one cannot be the favourite
oneself, at all events nobody else shall be the favorite.’67 The Mahabharata is aware of these
psychological roots of human motivation. In it, Drona, the martial teacher, is as accomplished as
he is insensitive, and makes the mistake of treating the brilliant Arjuna differently from the others.
Duryodhana reacts predictably to the incipient teacher’s pet. Since he cannot tolerate the lavish
praise constantly heaped on his cousin, he does whatever he can to bring Arjuna down to his
level.Envy is thus a leveller, and it levels downwards. Instead of motivating one to better
performance, as my father thought it could, envy prefers to see the other person fall. The envious
person is willing to see both sides lose. ‘Envy is collectively disadvantageous; the individual who
envies another is prepared to do things that make them both worse off, if only the discrepancy
between them is sufficiently reduced,’ says John Rawls.68 This is precisely what I experienced
when I worked in Bombay in the 1980s. The factory next to ours, belonging to the Dutch
electronics company Phillips, suffered from a debilitating strike that lasted almost a year. I



worried—I did not want their militant union to contaminate ours—because their trade union
leader had the same psychological make-up as Duryodhana’s. He was overheard saying, ‘I don’t
care if we sink this factory with our strike as long as the Dutch manager goes down with us.’ The
statement sent a shiver down my spine.When this sort of attitude gets institutionalized and forms
the mental make-up of a militant trade union movement, the result could be de-industrialization.
This is what happened in West Bengal and Kerala after these two Indian states came under
communist rule. The communist cadres preferred to sink the economy of the state rather than
compromise with the capitalists. As a result, company after company left Bengal for other parts
of India, and both states stopped receiving new investment. Even today, the memory of that
militancy survives, and it is difficult for these two states to attract industry.To avoid this sort of
calamitous result, John Rawls argues that a just and sensible society ought to do something in
order ‘to mitigate if not prevent’ the conditions that bring about envy. Since modern democracies
cannot adopt the sensible Greek solution of exiling its successful citizens, they take the sting out
of capitalist inequality by taxing the rich at a progressive rate. Universal and high quality
education and health care can also help to create more equality of opportunity, and help to
reduce envy. Rawls makes the excellent point that ‘plurality of voluntary associations (churches,
clubs, unions and other groupings) in a well-ordered society, each with its own secure internal
life, tends to reduce the visibility, or at least the painful visibility, of variations in men’s
prospects’.69 Alexis de Tocqueville, the French aristocrat who visited America in the 1830s,
noted that there was greater envy in democratic, egalitarian America compared to feudal Europe
but the American disposition to form associations was a ‘safety valve’.In a well-ordered society,
one cannot merely dismiss envy as a human frailty. One ought to design institutions that help to
diminish it, or, alternatively, face its consequences, as the French did in 1789 or as the Kauravas
and the Pandavas did on the battlefield at Kurukshetra. Nietzsche thought the French Revolution
was fired by the sentiment of envy of the masses against the classes. Sometimes resentment
over social inequality is so great that it wounds one’s self-respect.70 Such envy is
understandable, especially when it is exacerbated by ostentatious display by the well-off. It
tends to demean the situation of those who have less. Although it is a psychological state, social
institutions can and ought to mitigate such envy.If the advantages of the better-off are a return
for their contribution to improving the situation of the worst-off—this is Rawls’s solution—the
inequality will be perceived as just, and there will be fewer reasons to feel envious. If the lowest
worker believes that his salary will grow significantly if his company performs well, then he will
not resent an outstanding CEO who earns fifty times more than he does. Rawls believes that
inequalities can be justified because the basis for inequality could be agreed to in a hypothetical
situation by similarly placed rational human beings who are ignorant of their eventual place in
society. The only caveat he places is that these rational human beings do not suffer from an
excess of envy.71I have always believed that it is none of my business how much Mukesh and
Anil Ambani earn and how the brothers spend their money as long as they create vast numbers
of new jobs and pay their taxes. I believe that in a poor country like India it is more important to



remove poverty than to worry about inequality. However, this belief was shaken in a conversation
I had with an employee of the scandal-ridden Satyam, a company that I alluded to in the Prelude.
She said that she and many of her colleagues at Satyam continued to support B. Ramalinga
Raju, the disgraced founder of their company, even after his fraud was exposed. It was only after
she discovered that the IT czar owned a thousand designer suits, 321 pairs of shoes and 310
belts that she turned against him. ‘When I was burning the midnight oil, he was buying belts!’ she
raged. So, inequality does matter, and the public anger at the ‘obscene’ salaries and bonuses on
Wall Street was justified in 2008 when the world economy went into a recession.If greed is the
sin of capitalism, envy is the vice of socialismThe Mahabharata is just as interested as the
nineteenth century Utopians in the best way to order society. Seeing Duryodhana’s envy run
amok, it will pose the question if there is another way to live. When he is in exile, Yudhishthira,
through his example, will offer an alternative life of harmony and non-violence in contrast to
Duryodhana’s life of brutal competition, which many think was responsible for bringing the global
economy to its knees in 2008. The earlier socialist dream was a reaction to the cruel excesses of
the industrial revolutions in the West, and it envisioned a future of harmony rather than a life of
excessive competition, exemplified most recently by Wall Street’s investment bankers.Capitalist
greed gives one the permission to grow rich beyond one’s dreams. Socialism seeks a society of
equality. But Marxists seek this equality by ‘soaking the rich’. In a perpetual class struggle, they
wish to bring down the aristocracy, the rentier class and the bourgeoisie. In this there is more
than a hint of the general envy of the poor for the rich. Leftists regard income inequality as a
psychic wound that is uniquely worthy of state intervention. Lord Layard goes to the extent of
saying that those who work too hard and excessive hours may improve their own income, but
they create a problem for the others, who feel dissatisfied. The rat race forces people to spend
less time with their families and in community activities, and reduces the overall contentment of
the community. Hence, he makes a bizarre suggestion—tax those who work too hard. This will,
he feels, tame the rat race, reduce envy, and improve overall human happiness.72By creating
more equality socialism was supposed to eliminate human envy. But the opposite happened.
Oddly enough, as levelling increases in society, it actually increases envy.73 The Soviet Union
was pervaded with envy because tiny differences, such as a new tablecloth, got exaggerated in
neighbours’ eyes. If greed is the vice of capitalism, envy is the flaw of socialism. ‘From each
according to ability and to each according to his need’ was the rallying cry of Marxism as it set
out to create a classless, egalitarian society. Socialist societies, however, turned out to be the
most envious in history. ‘The searing heartburn of envy causes a choking feeling in the throat,
squeezes the eyes out of their sockets,’ says a character in Y. Olesha’s 1929 novella set in the
Soviet Union, where turning in your neighbour for his perceived advantage became a way of
life.74 Envy is felt more strongly between near equals than those widely separated in fortune. It
does not make sense to envy the Queen of England.As a libertarian, I have deep misgivings
about the attempts of the state to create excessive equality. Envy will rise as the number of
differences among people diminish; the fewer differences will result in fewer standards to



measure one against, and since most will not measure up, there will be greater envy. I would opt
for a more diverse society where more people will be good at something. I fear, like Immanuel
Kant, in artificially enforcing excessive equality. Kant felt that ‘inequality among men is a rich
source of much that is evil, but also of everything that is good’. He believed that inequality
among social classes is an impetus to liberty because it makes people strive to better
themselves.To be fair to my leftist egalitarian friends, I will concede that what drives many of
them is not envy but resentment, a different moral idea. Many socialists do not suffer from envy
for the better-off but they resent the inherently unjust distribution of income and power in our
social arrangements. What upsets them is the unequal arrangements rather than those who are
better off. Resentment, in this sense, is a rational and impersonal moral emotion, which can also
drive one to change the world for the better.Socialism in its various forms has often appealed to
persons in comfortable circumstances, who suffer from guilt—that they are the cause of envy
among the less advantaged.75 Some of them believe that the aim of equality is to compensate
people for undeserved bad luck—being born with poor native endowments, bad parents,
disagreeable personalities, accidents and illness, and so on.76 Hence, they look to the state as
a great insurance company, which takes from people who have benefited from cosmic good luck
to compensate those with bad luck.Clearly, envy is related to inequality and societies have dealt
with it in various ways. The ancient Greeks, who believed in ‘moral luck’, ostracized those who
had too much of it; the Chinese act self-deprecatingly in order to reduce envy and thus ‘save
face’; Indians preach renunciation and hope for compensation in another world. In modern
democracies, the Left’s solution against envy is to have an extensive welfare state, and thereby
diminish inequality. The Right is suspicious of egalitarianism because the impulse for equality
usually curbs liberty. However, neither the Left nor the Right would quarrel with the goal of a just
society in which inequalities are perceived to be fair and deserved and hence cause less
envy.Can dharma make us less vulnerable?1DURYODHANA’S ENVY‘What man of mettle will
stand to see hisrivals prosper and himself decline?’Why should one like you envy
Yudhishthira? . . . Be content with what you have, stay with your own dharma—that is the way to
happiness.—Dhritarashtra to Duryodhana,Mahabharata II.5.3, 61‘I am scorched by envy’The
Mahabharata is set in and around Hastinapura, ‘city of the elephant’, in the fertile region around
modern-day Delhi. It is the story of the rivalry between cousins, the Pandavas and the Kauravas,
who are descended from King Bharata. The Pandavas are the five sons of the pale and sickly
Pandu; the Kauravas are the hundred sons of his blind brother, Dhritarashtra. The conflict begins
when Dhritarashtra, the elder of the two princes, is passed over as king because of blindness.
Pandu assumes power. But Pandu has been cursed to die if he has sex. So, he turns to niyoga—
employing a surrogate to obtain an heir. In this way, Pandu has five sons from his two wives—
Yudhishthira, Bhima, Arjuna, Nakula and Sahadeva. After a series of wars, he renounces the
throne to become a religious hermit—leaving blind Dhritarashtra to rule the imperial city.Soon
there is rivalry over the succession. Prince Duryodhana, the eldest son of Dhritarashtra, disputes
the right of the eldest Pandava, Yudhishthira, to take over the throne. Angry and vengeful,



Duryodhana threatens, abuses, and attempts to assassinate the Pandavas, who are forced to
flee the kingdom. During their exile the five brothers jointly marry Princess Draupadi and meet
their cousin Krishna, who is God, and who becomes their friend and companion for life.In the
hope of stopping the conflict between the cousins, Dhritarashtra divides the kingdom, giving the
barren half to the Pandavas. Despite their disadvantages, the accomplished Pandavas work
hard, clear a forest to live in, and prosper. They rule justly and expand their territories through
conquests and alliances, and they build a striking, grand capital called Indraprastha, which
some archaeologists believe is buried under present-day Delhi. Soon they are widely
acknowledged to have become the paramount power, and the Kauravas grow jealous again.To
commemorate his rise to imperial power, Yudhishthira performs rajasuya, the ancient ceremony
of consecration. Dozens of rulers come laden with expensive gifts to acknowledge his imperial
claim. Duryodhana comes as well to participate in his cousin’s festivities. As a close relative, he
has been assigned, illadvisedly it turns out, the responsibility of overseeing the collection of
tribute.We join the action in Book Two of the Mahabharata as Prince Duryodhana is returning
home from the grand and opulent ceremony, accompanied by his uncle, Shakuni Saubala. He is
sulking as he remembers his humiliation when he fell into the pool in the amazing palace of the
Pandavas.He thought it was land and fell into the water with his clothes on . . . Mighty Bhimasena
saw him that way, as did Arjuna and the twins, and they burst out laughing. A choleric man, he
did not suffer their mockery; to save face he did not look at them.2‘Scorched by envy’ of his
cousin Yudhishthira, Duryodhana is sunk in gloomy thought.3 Seeing him thus, Shakuni asks,
‘What is the reason that you travel with so many sighs?’4 Duryodhana replies:I saw the earth
entire under Yudhishthira’s sway, conquered by the majesty of the weapons of the great spirited
Arjuna. I saw their grand sacrifice, Uncle . . . Rancour has filled me, and burning day and night I
am drying up like a shrunken pond in the hot season.5The memory of ‘those manifold riches
which the kings heaped’ upon Yudhishthira as they ‘waited upon him like tax-paying commoners’
makes him prey to envy.6 He says:For what man of mettle in this world will have patience when
he sees his rivals prosper and himself decline? . . . When I see their fortune and that splendid
hall and the mockery of the guards, I burn as if with fire.7Shakuni consoles him, saying that it is
useless to brood over the good fortune of his cousins. They cannot be defeated in battle; they
are far superior warriors, and have made important alliances which give them immense power.
One needs clever means. Shakuni suggests a gambling match.[Yudhishthira] loves to gamble
but does not know how to play. If the lordly king is challenged he will not be able to resist. I am a
shrewd gambler, and I don’t have any match on earth . . . Challenge him to a game of dice . . . I
will [play on your behalf and] defeat him.8Duryodhana likes the idea, and together they hatch a
conspiracy. He asks his uncle to work on his father. Thus, a few days later king Dhritarashtra
summons his son:My son, what is the reason that you are so sorely aggrieved? Shakuni here
tells me that you looked pale and yellow and wan and that you are brooding . . . You wear fine
clothes, you eat [the best of] meats, purebred horses carry you. [You have] costly beds and
charming women, well-appointed houses and all the recreation you want . . . Why do you pine,



my son?9Duryodhana tells his father that these pleasures do not satisfy him for he bears an
awesome grudge against his more successful cousin. ‘Having seen the all-surpassing wealth of
the Pandava, I find no peace in my burning heart,’ he says. Words come cheaply to the blind
king, and he counsels his son to abide by the dharma of the kshatriya, behave and fight
honourably, and not pursue wealth.Do not hate the Pandavas! One who hates takes on as much
grief as in death. Why should one like you envy Yudhishthira, a simple man who has the same
goals as you, the same friends, and does not hate you? Why do you, my son, a prince, his equal
in birth and prowess, covet your brother’s fortune . . . Be content with what you have, stay with
your own dharma—that way lies happiness.10Duryodhana counters his father with the big-
chested ethic of the warrior, which is to put down his enemies before they become dangerous,
and to win at any cost. That is the true dharma of the kshatriya, he says.Low is the man, they say,
who is incapable of indignation . . . Discontent is at the root of prosperity. That is why I want to be
dissatisfied. Only he who reaches for the heights, king, is the ultimate politician. Should we not
pursue selfish ways when we have power or are rich?11Duryodhana, thus, makes a virtue of his
envy, cloaking it in a philosophy of egoism and the amoral pursuit of power:No one, lord of the
people, is born anyone’s enemy . . . If one watches in his folly the rise of his enemy’s side, the
other will cut his root, like a swelling disease. An enemy, however tiny, whose might grows on
and [who eventually] destroys one, is like an anthill [who] destroys the tree . . . As long as I fail to
recover the power from the Pandavas I shall be in danger.12Gradually he succeeds in
persuading his father, who has always had a weakness for his eldest son. The king summons his
counsellor and half-brother, Vidura, before whom he disguises his decision as an act of fate. ‘It is
ordained,’ he says, and commands him to go and invite Yudhishthira for a ‘friendly game of dice’.
Vidura is not taken in by this hypocritical talk. He is hugely distressed, and leaves dejectedly on
his mission.Yudhishthira smells trouble as soon as he receives the invitation. He knows that
Shakuni cheats. But he cannot refuse his uncle, who is like a father to him. He says:It sounds like
the most dangerous dice players will be there, sure to resort to tricks and deceit . . . [But] I shall
not refuse to play dice at Dhritarashtra’s command; a son must respect his father . . . I shall not
be able to refuse; that is my eternal vow.13Besides, a game of dice is part of the ritual of imperial
consecration, required of the king in the Vedic rajasuya ceremony. So, Yudhishthira agrees
reluctantly, knowing that disaster awaits.14Indeed, the game of dice is a grand affair in a
specially built hall of a thousand pillars adorned by gems and filled with kings and noblemen.
Duryodhana announces that his uncle Shakuni will play on his behalf. It is clear to Yudhishthira
that the ‘friendly game of dice’ is, in fact, a duel, but he cannot refuse a challenge and must
stand by his word, even when the challenge is dodgy.They begin to play. Starting modestly with
a handful of pearls, the stakes rise quickly. Yudhishthira slowly slips into a gambler’s frenzy, blind
to the consequences, forgetting himself. He hears only the clatter of the rolling dice, followed by
Shakuni’s chant, ‘Won!’ and cheers from the Kauravas’ side. He begins to lose, and lose
consistently. By the end of round ten, halfway through the game, he has lost pearls, gold, his
finely caparisoned chariot, a thousand elephants, choice horses, male and female slaves, and



an army of chariots and charioteers.Vidura, standing beside King Dhritarashtra, sees disaster
ahead. He tries to stop the game. Appealing to the blind king to give up his son’s cause for the
greater good of the kingdom, he argues:To save the family, abandon an individual. To save the
village, abandon a family; to save the country, abandon a village. To save the soul, abandon the
earth.15But the hypocritical king is so delighted at seeing his son winning, he ignores his
counsellor. Shakuni prods his rival to keep playing. Yudhishthira knows that Shakuni is cheating,
but he is spellbound. Besides, to pull out now would be dishonourable. Thus, the game enters a
crucial stage. In the next four throws Yudhishthira loses all his wealth and his kingdom. Then he
stakes his brothers one by one and loses them. Finally, he loses himself and becomes a slave of
Duryodhana. Shakuni says:There is only your precious queen left, and there is also one throw of
the dice remaining. Stake her and win yourself [and all you have lost] back with
her.16Yudhishthira agrees, saying ‘I play you for her’. Feelings of revulsion and horror fill the
assembly hall. The elders, in dismay, break into a sweat. Vidura buries his face in his hands.
Only King Dhritarashtra is exhilarated. No one dares to stop the ‘universal sovereign’ from
wagering his queen. Shakuni throws the dice and cries out joyfully, ‘We have won!’‘A friendly
game of dice’‘So much for a friendly game of dice!’17 Although most of us do not go about
trapping our neighbours in dice games, we do suffer universally from envy. I don’t know anyone
who is immune. Even as a child I remember envy used to make my world rotten. It has the
terrible ability to wreak damage in public life as well, leaving everyone worse off. It was envy of
the Jews which led, in part, to the Holocaust during World War II. In socialist societies, it is often
behind extortionate tax rates. So, it is a good place to begin my dharma quest.But before that I
want to address a question that has been nagging at me—why did Yudhishthira agree to play
this disastrous game, especially when he knew that Shakuni was a far better player and also
cheated? It is not clear from the text if Shakuni cheated that day, but he had earlier confided in
Duryodhana, ‘I shall cheat him, my lord, win and seize his celestial fortune. Summon
him!’18Shakuni is confident that Yudhishthira will not refuse to play because he had taken an
oath. The sage Vyasa, the narrator of the epic, had warned Yudhishthira during his royal
consecration ceremony: ‘At the end of thirteen years, bull of Bharatas, the entire race of
kshatriyas will be wiped out and you will be the instrument of their destruction.’19 As soon as he
heard this, Yudhishthira grew depressed. He naively vowed not to say ‘no’, nor to refuse
anything, hoping in this way to avoid conflict with others, and thus, to ‘blunt the edge of fate’. It
turned out, of course, to be a ruinous vow, for it gave Duryodhana and Shakuni the confidence to
challenge him, knowing that he would not refuse.A second explanation for his ruinous decision
is that Yudhishthira knows that he is expected to play dice as a part of the ancient Vedic rajasuya
ritual to consecrate him ‘universal sovereign’.20 The purpose of this ancient ritual was to re-
create a social and cosmic order, heralding the ‘birth’ of the king.21 The ritual game reproduces
in miniature the model of the cosmos, allowing the players to fashion the cosmos in the right
manner. The four sides of the dice also symbolize the four Ages. The king is the maker of the
Age, and the ceremonial dice game played at his consecration, like the gambling of Shiva in



mythology, determines what kind of cosmic age will come up next—a Golden Age or the
degraded Kali Age. The fate of the world, thus, hangs on this game of dice.22 However, it is
purely a ritual according to the manuals of the brahmins, and not this perversion that the epic
dramatizes.A third and simpler explanation is that Yudhishthira was addicted to gambling.
Shakuni says that he ‘loves to play but has little skill’.23 In the next book of the epic, Yudhishthira
will, indeed, confess to this weakness. And later, when the Pandavas are in disguise, he will play
a gambling instructor to the king of Virata. Still, it is hard to believe that this most moral of human
beings, incapable of telling a lie, cannot resist the sound of dice like the proverbial gambler of
the Rig Veda: ‘When I swear I will not play with them, I am left behind by my friends as they
depart. But when the brown dice raise their voice as they are thrown down, I run at once to
rendezvous with them, like a woman to her lover.’24If Yudhishthira knew his weakness, why did
he allow himself to get into a situation that could escalate into tragedy? Plato thought it was
impossible for rational beings to do wrong knowingly.25 But Aristotle disagreed, and he felt that
Plato’s view contradicted the observed facts about ordinary human beings. He believed that a
person may have the knowledge but may not use it.26 Indian thinkers seem to have shared
Aristotle’s practical view. They believed that ‘people do, in fact, act against their moral
convictions and this is an unhappy fact about ourselves’.27Games have been used throughout
history to understand human behaviour and even to help unravel moral dilemmas.28 In this
particular game everything seems to have gone wrong. The king was expected to preside over a
ritual and not become a player in the gambling duel. It was in the wrong place—it should have
been held in Yudhishthira’s own assembly hall in the Pandavas’ city of Indraprastha, not in the
Kauravas’ city of Hastinapura. According to the ritual, the king ought to have been ceremonially
installed on a throne, after taking ‘three Vishnu steps’. In the Vedic ceremony, the king takes a
step ‘in each of the five directions’ to legitimize the physical battles over space that had been
won by Arjuna, Bhima and the other Pandavas.29What then is one to make of this dice game
which was meant to create order but is destroying it? Is it a signal to the audience that the world
of the Mahabharata has gone awry? It has become vishama, ‘uneven’, and even the god
Krishna’s attempts to ‘even’ it will only ‘make it spiral downwards to destruction’.30 Most of the
characters in the epic hope that dharma will help to even it.The loaded game of dice is a
metaphor for the vulnerable human life in which death and kala, ‘time’, inevitably triumph. The
Mahabharata keeps reminding us that kala is always ‘cooking’ us.31 In an essay, David
Shulman, the Sanskrit scholar, describes Yudhishthira’s lonely and opaque situation by asking
us to imagine if our world were ‘impenetrably enigmatic; that blindness is far more than a
metaphor for human perception . . . Assume, too, that life is a dice game, governed by rules
known to be deceptive, in which the least experienced, least adequate player is nevertheless
pushed to the point of staking everything he has including, in the end, himself, with the certainty
of losing . . . Assume a world in which each of the players in this game must be seen to die in
most cases violently and unfairly; in which, moreover, the poles of life and death are present in
every move with the death pole always strangely privileged, cognitively and metaphysically, so



that death is, in effect, the only possible outcome of the game. In such a world, one mostly fights
for time.’32The dice game foreshadows the apocalyptic war between the Pandavas and the
Kauravas over a claim to the kingdom that is dubious on both sides. The ‘least adequate player’
is Yudhishthira—a good man, addicted to gambling. He does not want to fight the war, yet it is he
who will give the order for the war to begin. He will win the war in the end, not only by skill and
excellence, but by deception and trickery. After the victory, there will be no pleasure in ruling over
an empty kingdom, as everyone will be dead.Is this the epic’s way of telling us that ours is an
enigmatic, deficient and incompetent world where the ordinary human being does not know why
he is born or when he will die, but only that he will? ‘The Mahabharata sees a vice behind every
virtue, a snake behind every horse, and a doomsday behind every victory, an uncompleted ritual
behind every completed sacrifice.’33Duryodhana’s envy in this ‘uneven world’What makes for
uncertainty in our lives is often our own frailties. The moral flaws of human beings make our
world full of vaishamya, ‘unevenness’, and bring about the nasty surprises that make us
vulnerable. Duryodhana is one of the chief causes of ‘unevenness’ in the Mahabharata and I felt
that my education in dharma had to begin with him. He suffers from so many vices (pride, greed,
anger, hatred, an excess of ego, etc.), but his most dangerous defect is envy—which is also the
driving force of calamity in the Mahabharata.Duryodhana realizes at his cousin’s consecration
that he feels inferior before the success of the Pandavas. ‘What man of mettle will stand to see
his rivals prosper and himself decline?’ is his envious reaction to Yudhishthira’s good fortune. It
is his way of saying, ‘Why not me?’—the age-old question of the envious person. Envy, of
course, is ‘inherent in the nature of man’, according to Immanuel Kant.34 Frankly, I have not met
a single person who was free of envy, although some claimed to be. Put two human beings
together and there will be envy. Envy is so pervasive, so natural, that one is often not aware of it.
The universal human tendency to envy forces the Mahabharata towards a devastating
conclusion. It believes that an envious person cannot be truthful. Such a person cannot be
trusted for envy takes away some of an individual’s liberty. And ‘freedom is acquired by a good
man, possessing the truth’.35Envy involves an envier (Duryodhana), an envied or rival
(Yudhishthira), and a possession (the Pandavas’ talent for success). The possession can be an
object (the throne) but it can also be a talent such as Arjuna’s ability with the bow. In this case,
Duryodhana’s envy may have been incited by Yudhishthira’s recent rise in wealth and power, but
he is smart enough to know that his envy ultimately relates to the Pandavas’ ability to acquire the
possession. Hence, he does not merely want the throne but he also wants to destroy the
Pandavas.Duryodhana’s envy makes him hate the Pandavas. That, too, one can understand, for
‘hatred always accompanies envy’. Duryodhana thinks obsessively about the wealth and the
power of the Pandavas. He grows anxious and mean-hearted, pale and sickly. He betrays
another characteristic of envy. It is a colossal waste of mental energy and this is perhaps why
writers across the ages have associated it with ill health. Horace, the Roman lyric poet, said that
those who were inflicted by envy grew thin. Shakespeare’s Cassius became ‘lean and hungry’.
Clearly, envy is a health hazard.Duryodhana decides that he cannot be happy unless he can



wreck the Pandavas’ happiness. Schopenhauer, the German philosopher, captures this
characteristic of envy in a devastating portrait:Because they feel unhappy, [they] cannot bear the
sight of someone they think is happy . . . in the boundless egotism of our nature there is joined
more or less in every human breast a fund of hatred, anger, envy, rancour, and malice,
accumulated like the venom in a serpent’s tooth.36The human tendency to evaluate one’s well-
being by comparing it with that of another is the cause of Duryodhana’s distress.Duryodhana is
at least open about his envy, but his father’s envy is hidden. It is so secretive, in fact, that the
blind king himself is often not aware of it, let alone admit to it.37 Dhritarashtra is a hypocrite—
and hence, more dangerous. He has found clever ways of dealing with his envy so that the world
will have a better opinion of him and, equally important, that he will retain a better opinion of
himself. Even as he pretends to be virtuous, secretly he wants to see his son act out his own
deepest desires.Like Polonius in Hamlet, Dhritarashtra gives pious advice, counselling his son
to be just and virtuous, but he is silently pleased with Duryodhana’s plan to trap Yudhishthira in
the dice game. ‘It is the father who fails his son, and not the other way around.’38 Dhritarashtra’s
envy slips out at unguarded moments. Bhima cannot forget the unrestrained rejoicing on the
blind father’s face as Yudhishthira keeps losing. At each throw of the dice, the hypocrite’s mask
falls. In the next chapter, he will ‘generously’ return his son’s dishonest winnings (ostensibly as a
boon to the virtuous Draupadi), but his real motive will be fear. He will be scared by evil
omens.Such hidden, hypocritical envy has often been considered more dangerous than
Duryodhana’s more open and honest feelings. The ancient Greeks realized that the very fact that
one is successful and prosperous is a good reason for one to be envied. They thought man to be
naturally envious—‘envy being part of his basic character and disposition’.39 So, they were
open about it. Since envy could not be suppressed, the Greeks devised a way to deal with it by
ostracizing successful people, especially popular politicians. Aristides the Just was shunned,
according to Plutarch, because he was too good. ‘I am fed up with hearing him being called too
virtuous,’ an Athenian is said to have remarked. They exiled their statesman Themistocles for
living lavishly and putting on superior airs. Ostracism meant having to go away for ten years in
order to give time for envy ‘to cool off’. Socrates might have been put to death for the same
reason—‘envy for his great integrity and virtue’.40The Greeks were not alone in driving out
outstanding statesmen and generals. Winston Churchill, the popular wartime premier, was
defeated in the 1945 elections. Many Conservatives interpreted his defeat as the result of envy
and resentment, and a fear that he might acquire too much power or become too popular. De
Gaulle suffered a similar fate in 1946.41If the Greeks institutionalized how to deal with envy
through ostracism, Indians coped with it by renouncing it. No one would be envious of worldly
success if you renounce it, and hope for compensation in another world. Even before the
Buddha, the ‘Renouncer’ had become a perennial hero in India. I have known a number of very
successful Indians who worried constantly that things might be going too well. They feared that
their good fortune would not last and soon there would be a reversal. For this reason, many
parents in India place a small black dot on a child’s face to ward off retaliation by the



envious.The Chinese, on the other hand, cope with envy by appearing to be excessively and
hypocritically modest and seek to disparage their achievements. ‘O sir, I am your mean and
humble servant who just happened to hit upon this idea,’ is not an uncommon refrain. If one sets
too high a value on one’s abilities, it makes one commit the social offence of regarding oneself
as better than others. Thus, the well-known Chinese fear of ‘losing face’ is a ritualized attitude, in
part, to avoid envy.42‘A kshatriya’s duty is to prevail’Duryodhana is not ashamed of his envy
because it is part of a larger and consistent egoistic philosophical outlook. When he is feeling
low, filled with hatred for the Pandavas, his father Dhritarashtra tries to comfort him, counselling
him not to covet what belongs to Yudhishthira:Envy of another is ignoble behaviour. Be content
with what you have. Perform your own duty—therein lies happiness.43Duryodhana disagrees.
He replies that his duty is to win at all costs. A smart person pursues power and uses it to exact
as much as possible from the weak. If he does not do that he leaves himself vulnerable to attack
from an enemy:A kshatriya’s duty is to prevail, great king. Whether by virtuous means or not . . .
O bull among Bharatas, he should go out like a charioteer and whip every corner of the earth
into submission.44Accordingly, he is not embarrassed about feeling envious because it is a form
of discontent that will lead to ambition:Discontent is the root of success; this is why I desire it.
Only the person who reaches for the heights, noble lord, becomes the ultimate leader.45His
envy goads him to act against his rivals, the Pandavas. No means are too foul for he has to win
at any cost. He tries poisoning them, drowning them, and burning them alive; he lets serpents
loose upon them. Trapping Yudhishthira in a game is merely the latest in a string of actions to
wipe out his enemies. In Bhasa’s classical play, Dutavakya, whose hero happens to be
Duryodhana, he tells Krishna the same thing about what is necessary to gain power:Kingship is
enjoyed by brave princes after conquering their foes in battle. It cannot be had by begging, nor is
it conferred upon the poor in this world. If they desire to become kings, let them venture forth on
the battlefield, or else let them at their will enter a hermitage, sought for peace by men of tranquil
minds.46Like Thrasymachus in Plato’s Republic, Duryodhana sees morality as a veiled way to
protect the interests of the powerful.47 As he sees it, what people call ‘dharma’ is really a clever
way of advancing those interests.Duryodhana’s view of the world is by no means unique.
Conquerors and rulers throughout history have espoused it. It is called ‘realism’ or ‘realpolitik’ by
students of international politics. In India, its chief advocate was Kautilya, who wrote the classic
treatise Arthashastra. In the West, this viewpoint was made famous by Thomas Hobbes, the
English philosopher, who argued that if men do not conquer when they can, they only reveal
weakness and invite attack. ‘By a necessity of nature’ (a phrase Hobbes made popular) they
conquer when they can. Hobbes translated Thucydides’s classic history of the Peloponnesian
War, which is the foundation stone of ‘Realist’ thinking about international relations. In it,
Athenian generals who were about to conquer Melos, a Spartan colony, said much the same to
the people of Melos in 416 BC: ‘They who have the odds of power exact as much as they can,
and the weak yield to such conditions as they can get . . . [men] will everywhere reign over those
such as they be too strong for . . .’48The Mahabharata is clearly embarrassed by Duryodhana’s



matsya nyaya, ‘big-fish-eats-small-fish’ view of the world, which is the Indian equivalent of the
law of the jungle, a metaphor for the vicious, violent aspects of human nature. Later when Arjuna
will urge Yudhishthira not to renounce the throne, he will remind him that violence is the way of
the world: ‘I see no being which lives in the world without violence. Creatures exist at one
another’s expense; the strong eat the weak. The mongoose eats mice, as the cat eats the
mongoose; the dog devours the cat, your majesty, and wild beasts eat the dog.’49 Bhishma,
their grandfather, will employ this anarchic image of disorder in the natural world in order to
justify danda, ‘retributive justice’ and the rule of law and order, by a tough but just king.50Other
characters in the Mahabharata will contest Duryodhana’s egoistic philosophy. Yudhishthira, in
particular, will offer a competing view of the world, based on dharma, which he explains is a
universal duty of righteousness, applicable to all and founded on non-violence, truth and a
concern for others. So too will Vidura, whose moral thinking is based on the consequences of
actions rather than duty. He reminds us on a number of occasions that there were evil portents
when Duryodhana was born:Wicked Duryodhana, killer of Bharata’s line,Shrieked, they say, the
jackal’s chilling scream,The moment he was born. It is he who will causeThe destruction of you
all!51If a kshatriya soldier’s duty is to prevail at any cost, and if the prize is kingship, then the
game of dice is not an unreasonable strategy. Duryodhana, however, does have a reasonable
claim to the Hastinapura throne. Recall that there were two lines of succession. His father was
the older son, but was born blind. Hence, the throne went to Pandu, his half-brother, who was
the son of the second wife. His eldest son, Yudhishthira, was born a few minutes before
Duryodhana, and this is at the heart of the Pandavas’ legal claim to the kingdom. Since Pandu
could not have sex, Yudhishthira was born from a god, who acted as proxy to give Kunti a son.
On the other hand, Duryodhana was born naturally to Dhritarashtra and not by proxy. Hence,
Duryodhana’s claim to the kingdom might be stronger. In any case, this is academic. After
Dhritarashtra divided the kingdom between the Kauravas and the Pandavas, Duryodhana’s
claim to the original, undivided kingdom disappeared.Duryodhana might still argue that
Yudhishthira was addicted to gambling—so, he was merely taking advantage of a weakness in
the character of his adversary, who clearly made a bad decision to play. But Yudhishthira could
easily counter, saying that he was innocently following an ancient Vedic rajasuya sacrifice, as a
part of his consecration ceremony.52 He was duped into playing against a cheat. Although
Shakuni does admit that he cheats, Duryodhana could retort that there was no hard evidence of
cheating on that day—Yudhishthira just happened to be playing against a better player. It is
always tempting to see human beings as ‘good’ and ‘bad’, but this is not the Mahabharata’s
way.53 It never makes the choice easy.Once the war begins, Duryodhana will grow as a
character. He will prove himself to be a highly skilled commander and will rise in our esteem. He
is brave and he possesses shri—an indispensable quality in a great, charismatic ruler. His flaw is
his unwillingness to accept Krishna’s divinity, at least according to the Vaishnav reading of the
text;54 he stands up to God, and asserts man’s priority in the greater scheme of things.In the
end, there is something heroic about him as he lies dying on the battlefield. He evokes



admiration as he defiantly recounts Krishna’s wrongdoings. He proclaims that if the Pandavas
had fought honestly, not deceitfully, he would have won. Unrepentant, and without self-pity, he
declares:Whose end is more admirable than mine? Who else could bring his life to a close with
such nobility? I shall dwell in heaven with my brothers and friends. You will spend your days in
despair, in sorrow.55Eternal sickness or healthy competitiveness?The sort of envy evinced by
Duryodhana was not unfamiliar to me when I was growing up in Simla. My mother had a great
and unfulfilled desire to be a part of Simla’s fashionable society. She envied those who belonged
to ‘the club’, the glamorous Amateur Dramatic Club. She must have transmitted this to me, for I
grew up with an acute concern over my position in society, comparing myself to those who had
things that I did not possess, boys who were more attractive to girls than I was, and especially
those who made it to the school cricket team.My father, however, had a sunnier temperament,
and he saw a positive side to envy. It fostered a healthy competitive spirit, a desire to better
oneself. He pointed out the example of a daughter of a poor relative of ours. She had always
been discriminated against by her family, who preferred and pampered her brother. Envy drove
her to work hard at studies and aspire to a better life. She succeeded. She sat for a competitive
exam, got into the coveted Indian Administrative Service, and went on to become a powerful civil
servant. Her spoiled brother grew into a mediocrity. Drona, the archery teacher of the Kauravas
and Pandavas, I recalled, had also exploited envy between the cousins to raise the level of their
overall performance.It is thus possible for the envier to want something but without wishing the
envied to lose it at the same time. This positive sort of envy that my father alluded to leads to
ambition, to want to emulate the successful, but without the malicious desire to deprive the rival
of the possession. This is called ‘benign’ or ‘emulative’ envy and it is the one on display when
one says to a friend, ‘I envy you for such and such skill.’ One obviously does not want to deprive
the friend of the talent or the skill. Nor is one filled with pain in the case of benign envy.While all
this may be true, the Mahabharata would have thought this a marginal aspect of envy, probably
deserving of a different name. The epic would have considered my father naïve. The epic says:
‘The man who envies other people for their conduct, beauty, courage, family lineage, happiness,
success and favour has an eternal sickness.’56 To prove the point Duryodhana does grow
physically sick after witnessing the enormous success of his cousins. So did my mother. She
grew weak and was acutely depressed for several weeks. The doctor could not make anything of
it. One day I overheard her tell my aunt that she thought that the cause of her depression was
our attractive and sophisticated neighbour, who was also popular in Simla’s ‘high society’. She
was an accomplished woman and each success of hers seemed to affect my mother in a
negative way. Gore Vidal, I think, expressed my mother’s emotion in a more brutal way:
‘Whenever a friend succeeds a little,’ he wrote, ‘something in me dies.’57John Rawls, my teacher
at Harvard, would have characterized my mother’s sentiment as ‘general envy’ of Simla’s high
society. General envy, he explains, does not have a particular person as its object, and is
experienced by the less advantaged for those better situated.58 Duryodhana’s ‘special envy’, on
the other hand, is specific to the Pandavas. It covets the specific things that the other person



possesses. Occasionally, general envy can become specific as my mother’s did when it became
concentrated on our neighbour.When I grew up and entered the business world I encountered
both the healthy envy (that my father spoke about) and the negative and destructive faces of
envy. As a young manager, I felt envious of my rivals and it spurred me to improve, but on
occasion, it threatened to get out of control too. Many of my customers were petty wholesalers of
the merchant caste, who were objects of deep envy in the small towns of India. During my
travels, I found that people were quite happy to borrow from them, but they scorned and abused
them behind their back and never mixed with them socially. The Bania trader has always been
more prosperous than the locals and was envied for his wealth in many parts of Asia and Africa.
This envy occasionally turns violent, as it did in Idi Amin Dada’s Uganda when thousands of
Indian families were expelled in 1972.The envy I encountered in the business world, however,
was nothing compared to what I would see later in the academic world. ‘The reason academic
politics are so bitter is that so little is at stake,’ Henry Kissinger was fond of saying.59 There is a
certain misery attached to the academic life, no doubt, in which envy plays a considerable part.
As Max Weber noted, ‘Do you think that, year after year, you will be able to stand to see one
mediocrity after another promoted over you, and still not become embittered and dejected? Of
course, the answer is always: “Naturally, I live only for my calling.” Only in a very few cases have I
found [young academics] able to undergo it without suffering spiritual damage.’60The Jews have
been victim to a general envy by the unsuccessful for the successful. Forced out of their
homeland 2,000 years ago by Roman oppression, they spread across Europe and prospered
spectacularly in many places, including Vienna and Berlin, till Hitler took over. Joseph Epstein
tells us that in the ‘Vienna of 1936, a city that was 90 per cent Catholic and 9 per cent Jewish,
Jews accounted for 60 per cent of the city’s lawyers, more than half its physicians, more than 90
per cent of its advertising executives, and 123 of its 174 newspaper editors. And this is not to
mention the prominent places Jews held in banking, retailing, and intellectual and artistic life.
The numbers four or five years earlier for Berlin are said to have been roughly similar.’61Is it
surprising that Nazism had its greatest resonance in these two cities? Before killing the Jews,
Germans and Austrians felt the need to humiliate their victims: ‘They had Jewish women
cleaning floors, had Jewish physicians scrubbing the cobblestone streets of Vienna with
toothbrushes as Nazi youth urinated on them and forced elderly Jews to do hundreds of deep
knee bends until they fainted or sometimes died. All this suggests a vicious evening of the score
that has the ugly imprint of envy on the loose. The Jews in Germany and Austria had succeeded
not only beyond their numbers but also, in the eyes of the envious, beyond their right—and now
they would be made to pay for it. Envy was being acted out, as never before.’62 It led to the
murder of six million Jews in the Second World War.Today, I find envy laced through the
statements of European and Indian intellectuals about America. Arundhati Roy’s essay after the
11 September 2001 terrorist attack on the World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in
Washington is an example. Like many anti-American intellectuals writing in the days after the
attack, Roy claimed that it was the direct result of American foreign policy—the implication being



that America somehow deserved what had happened. There is widespread anti-American
sentiment in the world which regards the United States as arrogant, indifferent to human
suffering, consumerist, and contemptuous of international law. Much of this is probably correct,
but I find that some of it is inspired by envy of America’s success.What begins initially as envy of
America slowly turns into a visceral hatred of the ‘American Empire’. As a result of this India
almost lost the Indo–US nuclear deal in 2008 and a historic opportunity to climb to world power
status because of the intransigence of Leftist parties in the Parliament. Most Indians found it
inexplicable that the Left could quibble over a treaty that was so obviously in their nation’s self-
interest. There is much to criticize about America’s behaviour, but it should not come at one’s
own expense.Envy of America, and anti-Americanism in general, often gets transferred to global
institutions like the World Bank that are seen to be under American control. It came as a shock to
me that the city of Delhi is endowed with more water than most cities. Delhi has 300 litres per
person per day of treated water available compared to Paris with 150 or London with 171. Yet
people in Paris and London get water twenty-four hours a day while Delhi’s residents get it only
for four hours on the average. The poor in Delhi (and our other cities) have to depend on water
tankers, and when the tanker is late there is a scramble and even a riot. Recently, a tanker driver
was late. Fearing for his life, he took off at high speed and crushed a child in the chaos.Delhi’s
government, to its credit, decided to fix the problem in 2004. It enlisted the service of World
Bank experts, who had solved similar problems in other countries. They came up with a plan to
professionalize the water board and insulate it from politicians who were mostly responsible for
the distribution problems. When the Left-leaning NGO Parivartan discovered that Delhi was
about to take a World Bank loan and change its management, it mounted a huge and successful
campaign in the media, claiming falsely ‘privatization’ and ‘sell out to the World Bank’. I
discovered later that Parivartan had been profoundly influenced by the employees of the water
authority, who were afraid that better-performing employees might advance more rapidly in a
professional system of management. It was thus envy of poor performers for high performers
combined with an anti-Americanism (that was subconsciously rooted) that killed Delhi’s water
reforms. Sadly, Sheila Dikshit, the chief minister of Delhi, got scared by the ‘fear’ campaign
unleased by the press, and dropped the excellent World Bank plan. With this died the prospect
of water for twenty-four hours a day in Delhi.An Indian morality playIn 2007, Anil Ambani was the
fifth richest person in the world according to the Forbes list of billionaires, but he was consumed
with a Duryodhana-like envy for his more accomplished older brother, Mukesh, who was placed
a notch higher on the list. Each brother had his Shakuni, who was happy to rig a game of dice in
order to win the prize and destroy the other brother. Sibling rivalry inside India’s wealthiest family
had been the longest-running soap opera in the country, having mesmerized millions for the past
four years. It mattered to the nation because enterprises of the two brothers accounted for 3 per
cent of India’s GDP, 10 per cent of government tax revenues and 14 per cent of India’s exports.
Millions of shareholders worried if their epic fight might lay waste their lifelong savings. I saw in
this corporate and family feud a morality play and I wondered if the Mahabharata could shed



some light.The first scene of the play opens in Mumbai’s Kabutarkhana in 1964. The Ambani
children are growing up in a single room in a fifth floor walk-up ‘chawl’ along with six members of
their family. Their father, Dhirubhai Ambani, has just set himself up as a trader in synthetic yarn in
the Pydhonie market. The son of a modest schoolteacher from a village near Porbandar in
Gujarat (not far from where Mahatma Gandhi was born), Dhirubhai has returned form Aden with
Rs 15,000 in capital.63 He discovers that the demand for nylon and polyester fabrics is
monumental whereas supply is scarce because of rigid government controls on production and
imports. This is due to India’s socialist, command economy, created by Jawaharlal Nehru.
Businesses have to contend with dozens of controls, which Indians wryly call ‘Licence Raj’.64
Dhirubhai takes great risks and soon corners government licences in the black market, and
begins to make large monopoly profits. His competitors cry ‘foul’; his critics call him ‘corrupt’. He
understands what Leftist politicians do not—polyester is destined to become a fabric for the
poor whereas they tax and control it as though it was a luxury of the rich. Hence, the mismatch
between demand and supply and a black market.Act Two: Dhirubhai ploughs his profits from
trading into a technologically advanced factory to make synthetic textiles, which is up and
running in record time thanks to his proximity to Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s secretary. The
village boy soon becomes a master gamesman of the Licence Raj, manipulating a decaying and
corrupt regime of controls to his advantage. He integrates backwards to create an outstanding
petrochemicals company, which first makes the raw material for the textiles—polyester fibre—
and then basic polymers and chemicals, until he reaches the magic raw material, petroleum.By
now his sons are grown up. They are back from business school in America and have plunged
into his company, Reliance, which is growing at a scorching pace. Opponents predict its fall after
the economic reforms in the 1990s, but Reliance continues to expand and soon it becomes
India’s largest company. It builds the world’s largest oil refinery in the shortest time, thanks to the
project management skills of Mukesh. Next, the company begins to explore for oil and gas. As
luck would have it, Reliance makes the biggest petroleum find in the world in a decade—a
mountain of gas off the shore of Andhra Pradesh. It is monumental and holds the promise of
easing the import burden of a fast growing, energy-starved nation. From the ‘prince of polyester’
Dhirubhai has become the undisputed king of industrial India.65Act Three opens in 2002 when
the ‘king’ is dead. Three and a half million middle class shareholders (the largest in any
enterprise in the world), who have become rich beyond their dreams, mourn his death. He
leaves behind two highly accomplished sons, and power passes to the older, more sober
Mukesh. The younger, flamboyant Anil marries a film star, Tina Munim. He loves glamour and
cultivates powerful politicians, and this does not go down well with the serious, older brother.
Mukesh tries to marginalize his brother, but Anil retaliates. Filled with monumental envy for ‘the
new king’, he launches an attack on his brother. In the fight, governance failures are revealed for
the first time (about the family’s shareholding and the ownership structure of their new telecom
venture). The stock plunges and the country watches in fear the unfolding of an awesome
tragedy. Finally, their mother—an anguished, Kunti-like figure caught in the middle—intervenes



and splits the kingdom as Dhritarashtra did in the Mahabharata. Three years later, both sons
have prospered beyond their dreams and the value of the empire of each brother is more than
double that of the undivided kingdom.The Ambani saga raises troubling moral questions. It is a
classic rags-to-riches story—the ascent of a simple village boy, who against all odds creates a
world class, globally competitive enterprise that brings enormous prosperity to millions. But it is
also a tale of deceit, bribery and the manipulation of a decaying and corrupt ‘Licence Raj’.
Ambani’s defenders argue that since his enterprises brought so much good to society, what was
the harm if he manipulated an evil system and bribed politicians and bureaucrats? The
government itself realized its problems and has been dismantling the system since 1991. But
Ambani’s opponents counter, saying that it is never justified to break a law. Ends cannot justify
the means. Others believe that the uncertain business world is full of danger and surprise, and a
certain amount of deception is necessary for business success.Anil’s envy of Mukesh is as
dangerous as Duryodhana’s. He cannot bear the fact that his brother has far more power and
fame than he does. He burns inside each time the media extols Mukesh’s awesome managerial
skills. Had the mother not intervened, the rivalry might have hurtled uncontrollably towards a
Kurukshetra-like war, which might have destroyed the whole enterprise, and with it the lives of
millions of people. The drama is by no means over. In 2009, Mukesh had moved up to the third
richest person in the world while Anil had slid to number seven. There continued to be a huge
amount of bad blood and dozens of court cases were pending between the two brothers.
Mukesh too had a Duryodhana in him—he had denied his brother his fair share of the kingdom
until the mother had to intervene.Nevertheless, my father’s view about the positive and
competitive side of envy had also been vindicated. Envy had driven Anil to perform to great
heights, and the value of the enterprises of each brother was far greater than if they had
remained united. Dharma draws a fine line between the positive and negative sides of
competition, and it is easily crossed as we have seen recently in the global financial crisis in
2008. Competition did put great pressure on investment bankers, rating agencies and other
players to bend the rules of decent conduct in the market for US housing mortgages. But when
they justified their acts as rational behaviour based on the healthy competition, they slipped into
the arena of self-deception. To meet the relentless demand of the bottom line and the incentive
of a huge but unseemly bonus, many senior executives compromised their character.‘Nobody
shall be the favourite’Envy also supplies the psychological foundations for our quest for justice,
especially for equality.66 And this too can take both good and bad forms. Freud wrote that our
desire for justice is the product of childhood envy of other children, which makes one hunger for
equal treatment and brings about a ‘group spirit’. He adds, ‘If one cannot be the favourite
oneself, at all events nobody else shall be the favorite.’67 The Mahabharata is aware of these
psychological roots of human motivation. In it, Drona, the martial teacher, is as accomplished as
he is insensitive, and makes the mistake of treating the brilliant Arjuna differently from the others.
Duryodhana reacts predictably to the incipient teacher’s pet. Since he cannot tolerate the lavish
praise constantly heaped on his cousin, he does whatever he can to bring Arjuna down to his



level.Envy is thus a leveller, and it levels downwards. Instead of motivating one to better
performance, as my father thought it could, envy prefers to see the other person fall. The envious
person is willing to see both sides lose. ‘Envy is collectively disadvantageous; the individual who
envies another is prepared to do things that make them both worse off, if only the discrepancy
between them is sufficiently reduced,’ says John Rawls.68 This is precisely what I experienced
when I worked in Bombay in the 1980s. The factory next to ours, belonging to the Dutch
electronics company Phillips, suffered from a debilitating strike that lasted almost a year. I
worried—I did not want their militant union to contaminate ours—because their trade union
leader had the same psychological make-up as Duryodhana’s. He was overheard saying, ‘I don’t
care if we sink this factory with our strike as long as the Dutch manager goes down with us.’ The
statement sent a shiver down my spine.When this sort of attitude gets institutionalized and forms
the mental make-up of a militant trade union movement, the result could be de-industrialization.
This is what happened in West Bengal and Kerala after these two Indian states came under
communist rule. The communist cadres preferred to sink the economy of the state rather than
compromise with the capitalists. As a result, company after company left Bengal for other parts
of India, and both states stopped receiving new investment. Even today, the memory of that
militancy survives, and it is difficult for these two states to attract industry.To avoid this sort of
calamitous result, John Rawls argues that a just and sensible society ought to do something in
order ‘to mitigate if not prevent’ the conditions that bring about envy. Since modern democracies
cannot adopt the sensible Greek solution of exiling its successful citizens, they take the sting out
of capitalist inequality by taxing the rich at a progressive rate. Universal and high quality
education and health care can also help to create more equality of opportunity, and help to
reduce envy. Rawls makes the excellent point that ‘plurality of voluntary associations (churches,
clubs, unions and other groupings) in a well-ordered society, each with its own secure internal
life, tends to reduce the visibility, or at least the painful visibility, of variations in men’s
prospects’.69 Alexis de Tocqueville, the French aristocrat who visited America in the 1830s,
noted that there was greater envy in democratic, egalitarian America compared to feudal Europe
but the American disposition to form associations was a ‘safety valve’.In a well-ordered society,
one cannot merely dismiss envy as a human frailty. One ought to design institutions that help to
diminish it, or, alternatively, face its consequences, as the French did in 1789 or as the Kauravas
and the Pandavas did on the battlefield at Kurukshetra. Nietzsche thought the French Revolution
was fired by the sentiment of envy of the masses against the classes. Sometimes resentment
over social inequality is so great that it wounds one’s self-respect.70 Such envy is
understandable, especially when it is exacerbated by ostentatious display by the well-off. It
tends to demean the situation of those who have less. Although it is a psychological state, social
institutions can and ought to mitigate such envy.If the advantages of the better-off are a return
for their contribution to improving the situation of the worst-off—this is Rawls’s solution—the
inequality will be perceived as just, and there will be fewer reasons to feel envious. If the lowest
worker believes that his salary will grow significantly if his company performs well, then he will



not resent an outstanding CEO who earns fifty times more than he does. Rawls believes that
inequalities can be justified because the basis for inequality could be agreed to in a hypothetical
situation by similarly placed rational human beings who are ignorant of their eventual place in
society. The only caveat he places is that these rational human beings do not suffer from an
excess of envy.71I have always believed that it is none of my business how much Mukesh and
Anil Ambani earn and how the brothers spend their money as long as they create vast numbers
of new jobs and pay their taxes. I believe that in a poor country like India it is more important to
remove poverty than to worry about inequality. However, this belief was shaken in a conversation
I had with an employee of the scandal-ridden Satyam, a company that I alluded to in the Prelude.
She said that she and many of her colleagues at Satyam continued to support B. Ramalinga
Raju, the disgraced founder of their company, even after his fraud was exposed. It was only after
she discovered that the IT czar owned a thousand designer suits, 321 pairs of shoes and 310
belts that she turned against him. ‘When I was burning the midnight oil, he was buying belts!’ she
raged. So, inequality does matter, and the public anger at the ‘obscene’ salaries and bonuses on
Wall Street was justified in 2008 when the world economy went into a recession.If greed is the
sin of capitalism, envy is the vice of socialismThe Mahabharata is just as interested as the
nineteenth century Utopians in the best way to order society. Seeing Duryodhana’s envy run
amok, it will pose the question if there is another way to live. When he is in exile, Yudhishthira,
through his example, will offer an alternative life of harmony and non-violence in contrast to
Duryodhana’s life of brutal competition, which many think was responsible for bringing the global
economy to its knees in 2008. The earlier socialist dream was a reaction to the cruel excesses of
the industrial revolutions in the West, and it envisioned a future of harmony rather than a life of
excessive competition, exemplified most recently by Wall Street’s investment bankers.Capitalist
greed gives one the permission to grow rich beyond one’s dreams. Socialism seeks a society of
equality. But Marxists seek this equality by ‘soaking the rich’. In a perpetual class struggle, they
wish to bring down the aristocracy, the rentier class and the bourgeoisie. In this there is more
than a hint of the general envy of the poor for the rich. Leftists regard income inequality as a
psychic wound that is uniquely worthy of state intervention. Lord Layard goes to the extent of
saying that those who work too hard and excessive hours may improve their own income, but
they create a problem for the others, who feel dissatisfied. The rat race forces people to spend
less time with their families and in community activities, and reduces the overall contentment of
the community. Hence, he makes a bizarre suggestion—tax those who work too hard. This will,
he feels, tame the rat race, reduce envy, and improve overall human happiness.72By creating
more equality socialism was supposed to eliminate human envy. But the opposite happened.
Oddly enough, as levelling increases in society, it actually increases envy.73 The Soviet Union
was pervaded with envy because tiny differences, such as a new tablecloth, got exaggerated in
neighbours’ eyes. If greed is the vice of capitalism, envy is the flaw of socialism. ‘From each
according to ability and to each according to his need’ was the rallying cry of Marxism as it set
out to create a classless, egalitarian society. Socialist societies, however, turned out to be the



most envious in history. ‘The searing heartburn of envy causes a choking feeling in the throat,
squeezes the eyes out of their sockets,’ says a character in Y. Olesha’s 1929 novella set in the
Soviet Union, where turning in your neighbour for his perceived advantage became a way of
life.74 Envy is felt more strongly between near equals than those widely separated in fortune. It
does not make sense to envy the Queen of England.As a libertarian, I have deep misgivings
about the attempts of the state to create excessive equality. Envy will rise as the number of
differences among people diminish; the fewer differences will result in fewer standards to
measure one against, and since most will not measure up, there will be greater envy. I would opt
for a more diverse society where more people will be good at something. I fear, like Immanuel
Kant, in artificially enforcing excessive equality. Kant felt that ‘inequality among men is a rich
source of much that is evil, but also of everything that is good’. He believed that inequality
among social classes is an impetus to liberty because it makes people strive to better
themselves.To be fair to my leftist egalitarian friends, I will concede that what drives many of
them is not envy but resentment, a different moral idea. Many socialists do not suffer from envy
for the better-off but they resent the inherently unjust distribution of income and power in our
social arrangements. What upsets them is the unequal arrangements rather than those who are
better off. Resentment, in this sense, is a rational and impersonal moral emotion, which can also
drive one to change the world for the better.Socialism in its various forms has often appealed to
persons in comfortable circumstances, who suffer from guilt—that they are the cause of envy
among the less advantaged.75 Some of them believe that the aim of equality is to compensate
people for undeserved bad luck—being born with poor native endowments, bad parents,
disagreeable personalities, accidents and illness, and so on.76 Hence, they look to the state as
a great insurance company, which takes from people who have benefited from cosmic good luck
to compensate those with bad luck.Clearly, envy is related to inequality and societies have dealt
with it in various ways. The ancient Greeks, who believed in ‘moral luck’, ostracized those who
had too much of it; the Chinese act self-deprecatingly in order to reduce envy and thus ‘save
face’; Indians preach renunciation and hope for compensation in another world. In modern
democracies, the Left’s solution against envy is to have an extensive welfare state, and thereby
diminish inequality. The Right is suspicious of egalitarianism because the impulse for equality
usually curbs liberty. However, neither the Left nor the Right would quarrel with the goal of a just
society in which inequalities are perceived to be fair and deserved and hence cause less
envy.Can dharma make us less vulnerable?
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Spk, “Experiencing Gurucharan Das - The Difficulty of Being a Good Writer. The book `The
Difficulty of Doing Good, The Subtle Art of Dharma,' is certainly a book for the times; perhaps a
book that will also stand the test of time.However, it is a relief for me to state the above. Please
allow me to explain.A suspicion of Time ThievesI got a sudden email from a friend of mine the
week before, stating we must go to `this.' The `this' in question was a lecture by Gurucharan
Das based on his new book, at Harvard University in Cambridge. I responded expressing
interest. But I was not sure how much time I had to make the trip given that it was in the middle
of the week, and there was every chance that I might have to travel as well.I was also unsure
because I was suspicious. Writers, it seems to me, want to go back and mine the epics time and
again. No complaint there. But I worry that they are doing so either as a crutch for their own
original critical thinking or worse to borrow from the reputation of the given epic. A different
breed of writer, is afflicted with a second curse. And this is especially true for modern writers.
And that is the '10-point how to be successful book.' `Leadership Secrets of Atilla the Hun' and
other such titles come to mind. And for that, I have no time.The lecture was on a Tuesday early
evening. All day at work, I kept my eye on the clock (and gave my friend a 90% probability
during the course of the day that I would make it). Mercifully, no work related fire-drills, or a
request to dash to NYC popped, and I jumped on the Red Line from the Financial District to
Cambridge.August CompanyI found my friend in the auditorium when I got there. It was a rather
wet day, so I had to mind my umbrella. I was pleasantly surprised to see the auditorium well
populated already. Not so few attending, that I would feel trapped. Not so many that I would feel
like I was at a superficial, but popular event.As we were sitting and chatting a distinguished
gentleman in gray was striding down the middle stairs and checking out the arrangements in
front for the panelists. My friend nudged me and asked, `do you know who that is?` I looked at
her askance. She whispered `Professor Sugata Bose.` The name did not mean anything to me
other than that it might be of Bengali origin.I soon learned that this was the eminent Historian
who deliberated on the role of the Indian Ocean in world History and also the grandson and
grand nephew of the most famous of the Indian Freedom fighters.I settled down, set aside any
lingering suspicions or misgivings about being there and prepared to don the mask of an
attentive listener.I have seen you, but have not heard you beforeThe person of Gurucharan Das
who stood in front of us, I have seen several thousand times. A polished corporate speaker.
Knows what he is going to say. Says it and not anymore. A few personal references to connect
with the audience. Enough self-deprecation and enough humor. Knew how much energy to
spend on this lecture and how much to save for the one next day at MIT. Spoke in succinct
paragraphs. Said what he was going to say. Said it. And summarized what he said. A corporate
speechwriter would have been proud.But what Gurucharan Das said, was unlike any of the
corporate speeches I have heard. He spoke with the conviction of a man who had employed all
his personal skills, resources, time and energy in asking questions of the great epic,



Mahabharata. And the answers he derives from interrogating the text are his own. This was not
a speech written by a corporate speechwriter.He laid out a few markers that stood in mind. He
talked about how the action in the epic stops all of a sudden and how the characters in the
scene discuss it. He discussed how good and bad were all mixed up not just in the characters
but in the nature of good and bad itself. He teased out some aspects of the story that those of
us who have grown hearing it and reading it might have missed (like Karna's enduring passion
for Draupadi). And finally he raised the questions that the epic raises against today's problems;
the current wars, the current crisis in governance, and the shocking apathy in the public
sphere.The riposte by his two hosts, both professors at Harvard, were scintillating. They drew
out aspects of what the author said in genuinely original and authentic ways. However, I had to
chuckle to myself. Being the son of a professor myself, I can smell professors and their
professorial tendencies a mile away. Take it from me, that when a professor says, "I would like to
make one last point," they do not mean it.After PartyMy friend bought a book and got it signed by
the author. I demurred. I have my friend, the iPad, and I read books on that. So no paper copies
for me, author's signature or otherwise.On the ride back home we chatted about the speech and
about the author and recalled various interesting things we had heard.On one point we were
agreed. This was no ordinary re-telling of the epic.But how does he write?I shared my
experience of the evening with family and friends. My brother wrote back to me that he was a
fellow panelist with the author when was touring India in 2000. Several friends reminded me that
that author is a regular columnist in the Times of India and other newspapers.It is one thing to
speak well. But it is a whole different skill to write. And within even that genre, it takes a
particular type of skill to deliver a tangy, provocative news op-ed. And another to sustain an
interrogation of a few thousand year old epic. The opinion of the author's news columns, at least
in my network of friends and family, was decidedly mixed.But I was intrigued enough by the
speech that I decided `to buy' what the author was selling. So with fresh trepidation and
anticipation I downloaded the book on the Kindle Application of my iPad.The Difficulty of Being
GoodThe cover of the book itself is pleasing. Subtle earth tones and simply laid out without too
much commotion. Neither austere nor too loud.One of my favorite books is `The Founding
Brothers,' by the historian Joseph Ellis. There he delivers a particular historical scene
succinctly. He then goes about setting the context for it, and then finally delivers its meaning and
import (and example being the duel between Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr).Gurucharn
Das' approach is not exactly the same but similar. He runs through the backbone of the epic
quickly, so the reader is up to speed on what the story is and who the main characters are. Even
for a reader like me who perhaps is familiar with the epic, this was a good refresher. It is written
in a `lets get to the point quickly' style, but as a reader you realize that it is a palate cleanser for
the complex meals to come ahead.In the author's take on the epic, the central event appears to
be the episode of Queen Draupadi's humiliation in the King's court. One would normally assume
that this particular scene was a dramatic episode. But that the central scenes were Arjuna's
dilemma or even Karna's demise. But what the author is exploring is the question of Dharma.



And the central question of Dharma is posed by the humiliated Queen to the assembly of
Nobles.This exposition alone is worth the price of the book. The author brings such vitality to the
scene. Asks such penetrating questions of the characters assembled. He builds so many layers
to the answer. This is a tour de force. A bravura chapter. And he keeps bringing this back again
and again throughout the book.The other chapter that stood out for me is the one on Krishna.
How was this modern, yet sincere and passionate intellect going to interpret this complex figure.
Devotionally? Skeptically? Historically? Pragmatically? Agnostically? The author smartly
discusses the character of Krishna in the epic in the context of literary history and succeeds in
shedding new light. More importantly, his reading is impartial and he astutely leaves things well
alone, contradictions and all.The most important learning for me, among the many was the
concept of reciprocal altruism, which the author explains well and uses a device to explain it,
that business and economics students are familiar with, namely the Prisoner's Delimma, from
Game Theory (The book Thinking Strategically by Avinash Dixit is a terrific example in this
genre).Some quibbles for my effortsThere were some aspects of the book that did not work for
me. These are more in the nature of quibbles than finding a serious flaw in the work.The author
constantly refers to `his dharma-search' throughout the book. That is fine for a preface or the
introduction. But to repeatedly see that phrase throughout the book, interfered with my
enjoyment of the flow. It seemed like I would be enjoying a challenging point that the author was
making, and then I would be distracted by being reminded that this was a part of the author's
`dharma search.' This, I did not need to be reminded of constantly.The contemporary examples
employed in the book were hit or miss. The example of the bureaucratic response to which color
ink to use was hilarious. The multiple references to the story of the Ambani brothers felt like the
author was playing to the gallery. References to pre-eminent political figures felt like name
dropping.The author brings up evolutionary biology in the passing. There is a lot happening
there. There is an entire chapter, essay or even book that is waiting to be written there. It was
intriguing that he would make the connection. But the author makes no more than a connection.
This to me was the weakest link in the book. But it does not hurt the main thrust of the book in
any way. A reader unfamiliar with Richard Dawkins or Daniel Dennett would be forgiven for
going, `huh?!' (A good place to start here is `The Mind's I' by Douglas Hofsdater and Daniel
Dennett).Experiencing Gurucharan DasThere was a real reason that I finally did make the trip to
Cambridge that evening. That did not have to do with the author per se. But it had to do with
me. And with my curiosity.A successful corporate executive, who could have written a `legacy'
book to pad the ego, like so many do, takes an academic holiday at the University of Chicago to
tussle with the world's foremost Sanksrit Scholars. The chasm from the Corporate Business
world to this other world cannot be bridged. It takes a Lewis and Clark type of fearless
expedition to get there. And even if one gets there, one can be roasted in the cauldron of
academics by the natives. And Wendy Doniger can personally see to that. For the author to
earn encomiums from Professors Doniger, Pollock et al is a wondrous achievement. And a role
model.So I went that evening to see if such a role model would indeed present himself. Or if I



would find feet of clay (in my own judgement).My experience listening to the author and then
reading his work gives me a sense of relief. My suspicions have subsided. An intellectually
fearless explorer, and a writer of talent has written a fine work.May it be timeless.”

A. Ramakrishnan, “A refreshing, thought-provoking read. This is one of the rare books that
rekindles the joy of reading in its patrons, especially those who are familiar with the substratum
of Das's book - the Mahabharata. When the Mahabharata was telecast in India in the 1980s, one
of the lines in its title song was 'seekh hum beete yugon se naye yug ka kare swaagat,' or 'let us
learn from past eras to inform (improve) our actions in our current time.' In a refreshing contrast
to the litany of books and TV serials on the Mahabharata that simply regurgitate its content for a
younger set of consumers, Das's book - like Iravati Karve's 'Yugaanta' - follows through on the
suggestion above; it analyzes the conduct of the epic's protagonists, celebrates deeds
undertaken with a spirit of sacrifice, passes judgment on actions motivated by greed/ envy and
during this process, seeks to discover elusive life-lessons that are hinted at by the epic's author
(Vyasa). As an ex-CEO of P&G India and a historian of contemporary India ('India Unbound' was
very beneficial to me during my CAT preparations), Das is in a unique position of relating these
lessons to corporate and political battles being staged in modern India (and around the world),
which he does so admirably. His quotes from past philosophers, Greek mythology and his
personal experience growing up in Shimla and as a student at Harvard/ University of Chicago in
relation to events described in the Mahabharata make the book all the more informative. I found
Das's insights on the flaws of capitalism and socialism as well as his view on the differences in
the writing styles of Greek and Indian myths to be particularly interesting. In summary, Das's
book is a welcome change from standard prose menu available to readers - entertaining fictions,
prosaic histories and self-evident self-help books. Das's book forces its readers to think of the
consequences of their actions from a personal as well as a societal perspective.I would have
preferred the use of the critical edition of the Mahabharata as the basis for the book instead of
the English translations that were actually chosen. The critical edition omits several passages
that are found in the traditional version and the abridged text offers better insights into the
conduct of the Mahabharata's protagonists. For example, Das writes about Karna instigating the
disrobing of Draupadi (this seems to be payback for his rejection at Draupadi's Svayamvara), but
the critical edition removes Karna from the Svayamvara altogether. The critical edition is
consistent with Karna's statement to Krishna that Karna's sons were married to Suta women
(Vidura was married to a Suta princess as well), so Karna would never have been eligible for
Draupadi's hand in the first place. This means Karna's action at the game of dice was
representative of realpolitik or the 'law of the jungle (Matsya-Nyaya)' - i.e., given an opportunity,
the strong prey upon those who are vulnerable. This axiom is repeated time and again in Das's
book - 'whether by virtuous means or not, a Kshatriya's duty is to prevail' and 'life presents itself
in a way in which the least experienced (weakest) player is nevertheless pushed to the point of
staking everything he has in the end (against the strong), with the certainty of losing.' This also



robs Karna of the rich reputation that Das accords to him (that 'Karna's life reminds us that true
Dharma is truth, commitment, generosity and friendship'). In the epic, Karna is vicious to the
Pandavas, Draupadi and Abhimanyu (when they are helpless) and extremely rash in discharging
his duty as Duryodhana's friend and commander-in-chief (he promises Kunti that he will not kill
four Pandava brothers and lets Yudhishthira go on the 17th day of battle when Yudhishthira's
capture could have ended the war).In an epic that defines Dharma as 'one should never do to
another what one regards as injurious to oneself (i.e., compassion). This is the law of Dharma,' it
is quite ironic to find every single protagonist (with the exception of Yudhishthira who was in an
impossible predicament) following realpolitik when it suited their interest. We can go through the
list - Bhishma rejects Amba's pleas and takes her away by force/ weds Gandhari to a blind king
without her approval, Drona demands Ekalayva's thumb to maintain Arjuna's superiority (and
Arjuna assents to this), Bhima publicly shames Karna in the tournament of Kuru princes, Karna
publicly shames the Pandavas and Draupadi in the game of dice, Krishna and Arjuna slaughter
the unarmed and innocent inhabitants of the Khandava forest, Duryodhana orders the killing of
the unarmed Abhimanyu - the list goes on. The actions of the epic's protagonists (including
Krishna's) are at violent variance with the lofty definition of Dharma as compassion (as Das's
book concludes), leading one to suspect that the Mahabharata was never intended to be a
manual of Dharma in the first place. Indeed, India has another set of books called the
Dharmashastras that debate the theory and practice of Dharma, and the Mahabharata is not
included in this set. The Mahabharata is a book on Karma-yoga - it exhorts one to act according
to one's Dharma (which is the teaching of the Gita), which in turn is decided by one's Varna.
Vidura clearly explains the Dharma of each Varna to Dhritarashtra in the Udyoga Parva and
compassion is not listed as an attribute of any Varna. The virtues of following one's Dharma as
per one's Varna is a place in heaven, which is the culmination of the epic. There is no place for
Moksha (liberation) in this worldview.I would go with Devdutt Pattanaik's interpretation of the
message of the Mahabharata - he has pointed out that the original epic was called Jaya (8,800
verses) and was much smaller than the Mahabharata (24,000 verses). As per Pattanaik, Jaya
was a story of conquering one's internal enemies (e.g., anger, envy, greed, hatred, animosity),
which is illustrated by Yudhishthira's experience in heaven. Aghast at seeing Duryodhana in
heaven and his brothers in hell, Yudhishthira laments that he would rather spend the rest of his
days in hell. Indra calmly asks him why he still harbors such spite against the Kauravas when he
was victorious in battle against the Kurus, had slain all his enemies and had ruled over the Kuru
kingdom for 36 years. If this wasn't victory (vijaya), then what more would satisfy Yudhishthira?
Yudhishthira finally realizes that real victory (Jaya) is not over external enemies but over one's
own desire for things to be a certain way. When Yudhishthira lets this desire go, he is finally at
peace.The concept of Dharma as compassion is redolent of Buddhist philosophy. The Buddha
has said that once one's mind is cleansed of all samskraras (impressions that produce desires),
then one is left with compassion for all. The entire corpus of Jataka tales revolves around the
theme of compassion (culminating in the Bodhisattva incarnating as Gautama). The concept of



Moksha is introduced in the Shanti Parva of the Mahabharata, which is not a part of the critical
edition. Compassion as Dharma would lead to Moksha, which is an ideal of Jnana-yoga/
Buddhism and not the Karma-yoga of the Mahabharata. The reason for Jnana Yoga/ Buddhism
being more relevant than Karma Yoga in later renditions of the Mahabharata is the subject of
another essay.Lastly, there is a factual error on page 219 - Drupada was killed by Drona on the
15th night (Ashwatthama did not kill Drupada on the 18th night). Das should have said Shikhandi
in this passage.”

Deepak A., “Five Stars. this is amazing book.. very good half way through bit dragging”

kanchan Jadeja, “This book is amazing it provides a very current take on ancient wisdom .... This
book is amazing it provides a very current take on ancient wisdom derived from Hinduism but
relevant to all of us managing life in 21st century! Loved it!”

Sagnik Jana, “ZERO complaints; ONLY praises. Delivered the very next day, this masterpiece is
a collection of essays by public intellectual, Gurcharan Das, where he analyses some of the
major characters of the Mahabharata, employing both eastern and western ideals, questioning
their morality and motive, and leaving us breathless with the sheer brilliance with which he
attempts such an ambitious task, and the sheer success of the said task.Despite being a
decade old, this collection of essays feels still just as fresh as they must have been during its the
publication of its first edition. Written in response to time of chaos, the essays discuss how the
characters in the Mahabharata speak to and resonate with the author; he further makes
analogies of the events in the epic with real-life occurrences and controversies.Despite being a
critique and an analysis of such a mammoth work, never does the author falter or get lost in the
labyrinth that he himself is attempting to make sense of. Perfectly readable and a copious
amount of notes for further reading, this book is highly recommended.P.S. This book was
delivered the very next day and in mint condition. The font is medium and readable. Furthermore,
the pages are thick enough to withstand the onslaught of my highlighters. And trust me, you'll
need a LOT of highlighters because this book deserves to be annotated the heck out of!”

sasha, “Five Stars. Great read!”
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