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The Panicalan Role in Fostering Peace

§1 Making the Case for the Paiicalans

Agne angiro yo’syam prthivyamasyayusa
namnehi yukte’nadhrstam
nama yajiityam tena tva’ddhe | TS 1.2.12.1.c

Agni Angiras, you who reside in the Earth,
joined with the name meaning invincible.
Whatever your name might be in the sacrifice,
I deposit you by it.

For an epic about war, the Mahabharata is quite cagey about explaining how to end it.
After all, even after Duryodhana’s defeat when the end of hostilities feels all but certain,
Asvatthama remains true to his vow to a dying Duryodhana to defeat those that killed him and
plots the night raid to destroy the Pafcalans and Upapandavas as they sleep in their camps.
What was shaping up to be a painful but satistying victory for the Pandavas with their sons
inheriting the kingdom was quickly dashed away, much like the hopes of the crows who were
resting on the banyan branch when slaughtered by the owl (MBh. 10.1.35) that inspired Drona’s
son to undertake his raid. He weighs in his mind whether an ambush is in ethical accordance
with ksatriya dharma, concluding that it would be since the five brothers and Krsna had
themselves repeatedly bent the rules to their advantage throughout the war and that the enemy
should be defeated no matter the method or manner (MBh. 10.1.50).!

The attack on the Paficala and Pandava camp is initially disapproved of by Krpa, who
tells Asvatthama to consult his elders before undertaking the attack — advice which the warrior
ignores. Ultimately, though, when Ashwatthama, Krpa, and Krtavarman approach the camp,

they are faced by Krsna in a terrible monstrous form resembling Siva (10.6). They battle and

I Unless otherwise noted, all citations of verse and line numbers are of MBh. Other texts are cited accordingly.
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finally unable to defeat him, Asvatthama calls on Siva, offering himself as the sacrificial victim
(pasu). A golden altar appears before him and he enters its flames, seeking Siva’s aid in defeating
this fearsome being, and his wish is granted.? Once he successfully attacks the camp, all of
Draupadi’s biological children are slaughtered and burned in the camp.

So, in the end, we’re left wondering what the whole war was for since Pariksit, Arjuna’s
grandson by Subhadra, Krsna’s sister, takes the throne. Draupadi’s maternal line never assumes
the throne, yet the Paficalan family plays a critical role in winning the war.? Aside from
Draupadi, the eldest sibling Sikhandi and Draupadi’s elder brother Dhrstadyumna act at critical
moments, serving to hasten on the events of the Kuruksetra war and urge it towards its
conclusion and eventual peace.* Pratap Kumar rightly points out that while Drupada marries
Draupadi off to the Pandavas with the hope of gaining sons-in-law to reclaim his kingdom from
Drona, that she becomes equally important in bringing allies to the Pandavas without whom they
would not have won the war.”> The battle’s conclusion and subsequent peace, as we are reminded
throughout the epic, can only come when the Kauravas are killed and the Pandavas declared
victors. It is a peace, though a Pyrrhic one.

In this paper, I look at the role of the three Pancalan siblings, Sikhandi, Dhrstadyumna,
and Draupadi-Pancali, and examine how their actions both hasten the onset of the war and
move it forward to its conclusion. Examining the i#hasa from this perspective, I'll also argue for
Agni’s central role in the narrative, not least because he enables the birth (or rebirth in Amba’s

case) of the three central Pancalan siblings®, but because the fire god repeatedly aids the

2 MBh. 10.7

3 Kumar 2016, 166 discusses this in his reading of the Kuruksetra war from the peripheries.

* Sutherland 1989, 67 suggests that the whole war can be attributed to Draupadi’s persistence in asking her husbands
to take action against the Kauravas following the disrobing scene. I expand this to include her two fire-born
brothers.

5 Kumar 2016, 177

6 Reich 2011, 30 discusses the birth of the Pandavas as forms of the five Indras as a narrative which is used to justify
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Pandavas throughout the epic just as his fiery offspring do through the Pandava-Pancala
marriage alliance.

While the Kuruksetra war has often been interpreted as either being about the conflict
between the Pandavas and Kauravas, or the story of the Yadava and Puru clans’, the importance
granted to Drupada’s three fire-born offspring, presents a strong case for reading the epic as one
centering around the Paficalans and Drupada’s feud with Drona. Reading the text through this
lens shows how the epic is bookended and punctuated by the Vedic fire deity. We see his
presence beginning with Sikhandi’s self-immolation and rebirth to her younger siblings’ birth
from the yajiia, to the favor granted by Krsna and Arjuna in helping Agni to consume the
Khandava. The final role Agni plays is at the end of the epic when Arjuna is confronted by him
asking that he return the Gandiva to Varuna. Even when he is absent in anthropomorphic or
elemental form, Agni’s essence remains present as fgjas, a luminous energy related to a warrior’s
virility, prowess, and rage-driven (manyu) lust for dharmically proper war.?

Agni’s constant presence throughout the work and his related fiery imagery suggest quite
strongly that events of the war be considered components of a vedic sacrificial rite, though recast
here in the ksatriya context. Here I build on Alf Hiltebeitel’s 1990 discussion of the yuddha-yajiia
and Herman Tieken’s 2004 (p. 8-9) suggestions that we read the concluding events of the epic as
a series of three ygjiias where the Paficalas, Pandavas, and Yadavas self-sacrifice to remove papa
accrued from battle, turning the epic into a cyclical sacrifice. While we see hints of Agni’s

importance throughout the text, the most direct discussion of this idea appears in the Raja Dharma

Draupad?’s polyandry, but does not address the Paficalan siblings’ birth.

7 Thapar 2009, 1830

8 Whitaker 2000, 87-90 remains the most thorough study of #gas in the epic context and defines it as a tangible and
functional, self-standing source of fiery energy which is cultivated through the warriors’ “raw fury.” They can
unleash #gas’ deadly force through divine weapons (divya astras) like the Sudarsana Cakra or the Gandiva bow. While
Whitaker does not provide a Sanskrit term for what he calls “raw fury” we make the argument below that it is
connected to manyu, the insatiable rage that drives a ksatriya to act.
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Anusasana Parva (12.99) in which Bhisma recounts a conversation between Indra and King
Ambarisa where various components of yuddha are correlated and equated with various
components and implements used in the ygiia.”

Looking for Agni as we read this work, might also spotlight Brahmanical fears during the
4th cent. BCE- 4 cent. CE period of the MBh.’s composition regarding the popularity of
Sramana groups and non-Brahmanical modes of life. The text reiterates that mental and political
peace are interrelated, and furthermore, that this peace is facilitated by adherence to the yajiia

and propitiation of Brahmins through daksina (gift) offerings.

§2 Fire-Born Siblings

tlayastva pade vayam nabha prthivya adhi |
Jatavedo ni dhimahyagne havyaya volhave | | RV 3.29.4

In the footprint of the offering and in the navel of the Earth,
O Agni Jataveda, we establish you to carry the oblation (havih)

We’ll begin with the three fire-born Pancalan children. We aren’t told much about
Pancala in the Mahabharata, except that it is Drupada’s kingdom of which Drona seized half.
The primary instance of travel to the kingdom in the story is during the swayamvara where
Draupadi is won.! In the recounting of Draupadt’s birth, we are also told that it is home to
Drupada’s three children who enable the conflict between the Pandavas and Kauravas to
progress so that peace can come to war-torn Hastinapura. Drupada’s daughter, Draupadi, also
went by the toponym Pancali and Krsna, the dark one. Along with this, Yajiaseni, or daughter

of Yajiasena (Drupada) the man with the ygjia and army, is also used, with these latter two

9 Two more instances of similar discussions occur in 5.139.29-51 where Karna discusses the impending battle against
the Pandavas in terms of yuddha-yajiia and in 5.57.10-18 where Duryodhana does something similar.
10 MBh. 1.174-188
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names associating her with her birth from Agni rather than from a human mother.!! Having
emerged from the center of the sacrificial altar, she is described as ayongja’?, meaning “one not
born from a womb.” Both here and elsewhere, the center of the altar is described in human
anatomical terms as the nabki or the navel of the uttara vedi, which highlights the fact that she was
generated from solely male sources, Drupada and Agni. Since her mother, Prsati, was still inside
the patnisala applying gandha to her face when she had to be present for the ritual consummation,
the children are born from the fire without any feminine influence on the children. But the text
adopts discussions of the Vedic sacrificial arena, using the term nabhi, identifying the altar with
female anatomy. Frits Staal supports this reading, saying that Agni represents the male generative
force which enters the waters residing within the female Earth, a point that I further develop
below.!3

Draupadi’s and her brother Dhrstadyumna’s births from the sacrificial fire altar shape
their physical appearance and fiery personalities. If anything, Draupadi’s pro-war stance
throughout the epic demonstrates how her birth from Agni endowed her with a thirst for warfare
which, because of her gender, is channeled through her constantly goading her husbands to
fight.'* Though she doesn’t appear to be described with the term #gas, the fiery energy required

for all warriors, Draupadi seems to embody it, and certainly shows herself as capable of sparking

11 MBh. 2.31.9, 2.48.28, 2.48.41 )

12 MBh. 1.153.7-9: A Brahmin informs the Pandavas of Sikhandi and the womb-less births (ayongatva) of
Dhrstadyumna and Yajiiasent:

sa tatrakathayad viprah kathante janamejaya |

paiicalesv adbhutakaram yajiiasenyah svayamvaram | |

dhrstadyumnasya cotpattim utpattim ca Sikhandinah |

ayongjatvam krsn@ya drupadasya mahamakhe | |

lad adbhutatamam srutoa loke tasya mahatmanah |

vistarenawa papracchuh katham tam purusarsabhah | |

13 Staal 1983, Vol. 1, 73

14 Kumar 2016, 166 suggests that her emergence from the fire is the source of her desire to kill her enemies, but does
not detail why this must be the case. On p. 175, he further suggests that her role is that of propagating the conflict
between Drupada and Drona, but this seems more applicable to Dhrstadyumna who is born to kill the warrior
brahmin.
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it in her husbands, serving in many ways, I suggest, as the ideal spouse for a ksatriya.!>

The causative event of Draupadr and Dhrstadyumna’s fiery births stems from a conflict
between King Drupada and Drona, the Brahmin master of weapons who trains the Pandavas
and Kaurava clans. the two men were childhood friends, Drupada dishonors an adult Drona by
rejecting his request to recognize their friendship (MBh. 1.153). After training the Kuru warriors,
Drona asks the Pandavas to capture Drupada as a prisoner of war as their parama daksina to him
(1.128). The young warriors acquiesce, and reminding Drupada of his earlier insult, Drona tells
him that he can return his kingdom if he agrees to split Paficala in half, gifting him one portion.
While Drupada submits to save his own skin, his grudge against Drona leaves him seeking
children who will be capable of waging war, killing the Brahmin, and reclaiming his territory.
Though their lives intersect in the current conflict between the Pandavas and Kauravas, the epic
is just as much about Drona’s conflict with Drupada as we see through Drona’s slaughter by
Dhrstadyumna, who in turn is avenged by Drona’s son Asvatthama. In addition to this, thinking
of Amba and Bhisma’s enmity, we once again could read the epic in terms of the Kuru-Pancala’s
conflict.

Drupada sets off to the Gangetic banks to find Brahmins powerful enough to help him
accomplish this task and approaches two brahmins appropriately named Yaja and Upayaja.!®
Upayaja explains that his penance and powers have led him to fully renounce the material world
and are not suitable for attaining mundane goals, advising Drupada to consult Yaja. Upayaja
says Yaja is more amenable to eating impure foods, implying that he is still attached to the

material world and willing to perform rituals for material gains, unlike himself who has fully

15> Here, I disagree with Sutherland (1989, 73) who suggests that Draupadi’s outspokenness prevents her from being
the ideal wife; Custodi 2007, 22 follows Sutherland, saying that Draupadi goes against tradition in her quest for
vengeance; Whitaker 2000, 108 n. 18 suggests that sakt: 1s the feminine form of tgas.

16 Their names translate to “sacrificer” and “the additional verses sung at the sacrifice”
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renounced material desires (1.155). Although Yaja agrees to undertake the ritual, the complexity
of the rite requires him asking Upayaja for assistance. Together they perform the ygia that will
give Drupada a son whose qualities are fated as follows (1.155.32):

sa ca putro mahaviryo mahateja mahabalah |

isyate yadvidho r@janbhavita te tathavidhah | |

And your son will possess great power, great luminous energy!’, and great strength;

the kind of son you wished for will be born to you, King.
While Drupada is seated as the ygjamana (officiant) for the rite, his wife appears to be in the palace
with sandalwood paste (gandha) applied to her face, and so when the priests call upon her to
engage 1n ritualized intercourse with her husband, she is unable to do so. In fear that Yaja will
abandon the whole rite, she asks him to pour the oblations for her beloved husband’s sake.!® Yaja
says that since the mantras have been chanted and the offerings made, that he will complete the
ritual without her. First from Agni arises Dhrstadyumna:

brahmana wvaca |

evamukte tu yajena hute havisi samskrte |

uttasthau pavakattasmatkumaro devasammibhah || 37 | |
Jvala@varno ghorarapah kiritt varma cottamam |
bibhratsakhadgah sasaro dhanusmanvinadanmuhuh || 38 | |
so'dhyarohadrathavaram tena ca prayayau tada |

tatah praneduh paiicalah prahrstah sadhu sadhvite | | 39 | |
bhayapaho rajaputrah paiicalanam yasaskarah |

rajfiiah Sokapaho jata esa dronavadhaya vai |

wyuvaca mahadbhiitamadrsyam khecaram tada | | 40 | |

17 The multiple valences of fgas must be acknowledged. Whitaker 2000 provides the most detailed analysis of this
concept.

18 MBh. 1.155.35

devywvaca |

avaliptam me mukham brahmanpunyangandhanbibharmi ca

sutarthenoparuddhasmi tistha yaja mama priye | |
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The Brahmin said: With this spoken and the sacrificial offerings made by the sacrificer, a
godlike young man arose from the fire (pavaka). His complexion was fiery, his appearance
terrifying, he wore a crown, and he wore the best armor. He carried a sword, a bow with
arrows, and roared repeatedly. He then ascended an excellent chariot and went forth.
Thereafter, the Pancalas rejoiced and exclaimed, “Excellent! Excellent!”

Then a heavenly, invisible, and greatly wondrous voice said, “This prince will remove
fear and increase the glory of the Paficalans. He is born to remove the king’s sorrow and
to destroy Drona.”

Though the passage doesn’t explicitly state it, saying only that he resembles a god (devasamnibhah)
the description of Dhrstadyumna likens him to Agni himself. He has fiery color (alavarna)'® and a
terrifying form (ghora ripa)*® and he roars loudly?! and rides a chariot??. These are all attributes of
Agni as he’s described in the Rg Vedic hymns, though such references abound throughout the
Sanskrit literary and liturgical corpus. Even the curious bit of the story where Prsati is absent for
Dhrstadyumna’s conception and moment of birth, maps onto tales of Agni’s mythology. Agni’s
mother is said to be unable to suckle him (RV 10.115.1) and this seemingly holds true in this
scenario since the young man who emerges from the fire is far too old to need a mother’s milk.
Further, because the priests use a drill made of sticks to kindle Agni, he is generated by men (RV.
160.3; 4.1.1; 7.1.1) but kindled in a small ditch dug into the feminine Earth.?® The forceful
friction required to produce him is the reason he’s said to be the son (sinu, putra, or yuvan) of sahas
(power, force, strength, or victory).2*

To further support this reading, in MBh. 1.61.87-88, Vaisampayana tells Janamejaya

how the gods manifested a portion of themselves in human heroes and specifies that

19 Agni is described with bright or flame colored skin in RV 2.10.2, 6.10.3, 7.15.10, 1.140.1, 5.2.3;
20 RV 4.6.6

21 RV 4.6.10; In RV 1.44.12 he roars like the sea; RV 10.45.4 He thunders like Dyaus

22 Agni 1s identified with a chariot in RV 3.11.5 and is said to resemble one in 1.141.8.

23 Staal 1983, Vol. 1, p. 82

24 MacDonell 1897, 91
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Dhrstadyumna the chariot fighter (maharatha) is a portion of Agni (agneramsam), Sikhandi was a
raksasa, and Draupadi was a portion of Sii, the Earth goddess of fertility and prosperity.?> Berry
notes that Draupadi, as a portion of S, and suggests that she chooses who receives the privilege
of obtaining the kingdom, and chooses Bhima as the most deserving by repeatedly calling on him
to avenge her.?6 Bhima acquiesces multiple times and even takes Draupadi’s side when scolding
Yudhisthira for his inaction at their wife’s disrobing by calling him a eunuch (kl#ba) in 3.34.11.%7
Although Draupadi is a portion of Sti, she is a woman born from Agni, and this grants her a
blend of both gods’ qualities. We see the aspects of S1T come through in her dark physical
appearance resembling fertile soil and ability to have children. But I note that her dark
appearance also resembles the smoke that accompanies Agni, and her constantly goading her
husbands to act on their #gas in accordance with their ksatriya dharma is a manifestation of
Agni’s influence on her psycho-physiology.?® Dhand rightly notes that both Draupadi and Amba
are good female ascetics who are characterized by obsessive single-mindedness?? since both of
these women perform fapas in previous lives to attain their rebirth to fulfill specific goals.3? To this
point, I add that Agni is deemed responsible for enabling their rebirths through the ygiiasala.

The altar itself (vedi), where only Agni is allowed to dwell or sit (vedisad) is described as the

25> MBh. 1.61.95-98

Sriyastu bhagah samyajiie ratyartham prihivtiale |

drupadasya kule kanya vedimadhyadanmindita | | 95 | |

natihrasva na mahatt ntlotpalasugandhint |

padmayatakst susront asit@yatamirdhaa | | 96 | |

sarvalaksanasampanna vaidiaryamanisamnibha |

padicanam purusendranam cittapramathing rahah | | 97 | |

26 Berry 2023, 178

27 Berry 2023, 188-190: Berry reads this close relationship between Bhima and Draupadi as a symbolic abhiseka of
Bhima as king rather than Yudhisthira since the former acts in accordance with ksatriya dharma; Custodi 2007, 210
cites this passage and 4.15.21 where Draupadi wonders how her husbands can be eunuchs when they fail to defend
her after Kicaka’s assault.

28 Sutherland 1989, 72 rightly notes that in her arguments with Yudhisthira, Draupadt “fuels tension” in her
husband over whether his dharmic responsibility lies in honoring the wishes of elders or defending his spouse.

29 Dhand 2008, 193

50 Dhand 2008, 84 notes that Amba’s tapas is in 5.170.97 and Draupadr’s tapas in a previous life to obtain a good
husband occurs in 1.157.6-10. Both of these figures are granted their boons by Siva.
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navel (nabhi) of the earth (1.59.2), and is also the technical term for the hollow in the wuitara ved:
(northern altar) where Agni is deposited. In MBh.1.155.41 this 1s cited as the spot (vedimadhyat)

from which the kumari (maiden) named Panicali emerges after the kumara (young man) (MBh.
1.155.41-46):

kumant capt paficalt vedimadhyatsamutthita |

subhaga darsantyangt vedimadhya manorama || 41 ||

syama padmapalasakst nilakusicitamirdhaja |

manusam vigraham krtoa saksadamaravarmint | | 42 | |

nilotpalasamo gandho yasyah krosatpravayati |

9@ bibharti param rapam yasya nastyupama bhuve | | 43 | |

tam cape jatam susronim vaguvacasarinni |

sarvayosidvara krsna ksayam ksatram minisat | | 44 | |

surakaryamiyam kale karisyati sumadhyama |

asya hetoh ksatriyanam mahadutpatsyate bhayam | | 45 | |

tacchrutva sarvapancalah praneduh sumhasamghavat |

na caitanharsasampirnaniyam sehe vasumdhara | | 46 | |

Then the young maiden Pancali arose from the center of the altar (vedz). She possessed
good fortune, had beautiful form, stood in the middle of the altar (vedi) and was pleasing
to the mind. She had a dark complexion, eyes like the palasa flower3! and the lotus, and
dark blue hair arising from the crown of her head. She had the appearance of an
immortal made directly into a mortal form. Her fragrance was like the blue lotus and
emanated for two miles. Her supreme beauty had no equal on Earth and she was born
with beautiful hips. A disembodied voice said, “The Dark One (Krsna), the best of all
women, brings destruction (ksayam) of the warrior class (ksatra). At the proper time (kale)
the fine-hipped one will undertake a divine task. From her, a cause for great fear will arise
among the ksatriyas.” Having heard this, all the Pancalans rejoiced and roared like lions.
And the Earth (vasumdhara) was unable to bear those who were filled with delight.

Now, in contrast to her resplendent and shiny brother, Draupadi’s complexion is dark (syama)

31 This flower possessed a reddish-orange color, suitable for a child of Agni.

10
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and her hair is dark blue, which brings another aspect of Agni’s dual qualities into the discussion
— the smoke that accompanies him. While he is described as bright in complexion, he is also
accompanied by smoke, sometimes described as the black horses that pull his chariot (RV
1.141.7; 2.4.6-7; 6.6.1). His flag is also described as dhimaketu or the “smoke-banner,” so while he
and his chariot are shining and bright in appearance, the poets account for the clouds of smoke
that follow him. Drupada’s fiery offspring are named based on the part of the fire from which
they appear to emerge: the boy is born from the flames, and thus is named Dhrstadyumna, “the
brave and shining one” and Krsna is named for her smoky complexion. Her color also derives
from her association with Sri, the goddess of fertility, and the color of dark fertile soil. But her
eyes are red-orange like the flowers of the palasa tree, making her gaze, which she uses often to
signal her anger to her husbands, a sign of fire too. Two aspects of Agni are thus manifested in

two children.

§3 Sikhandi’s Ignominiously Igneous Rebirth

namaste harase socise namaste astvarcise |
anyam te asmat tapantu hetayah pavako
asmabhyam $ivo bhava | | TS 4.6.1.2

Homage to your flame, let there be homage to your ray,
Let your flames burn another, purify us, and be benevolent to us.

Before these siblings were born, their elder sibling Sikhandi was born biologically to
Drupada’s Queen Prsati as a reincarnation of Amba, the eldest of the king of Kast’s three
daughters. Her origin is narrated in MBh. 5. 170-193 (dmbopakhyana) when Duryodhana asks
Bhisma to explain why he won’t fight Sikhandi on the battlefield. He explains that in his past life,
Sikhandi was a woman named Amba. He recounts abducting her and her sisters Ambalika and

Ambika from the court of King Salva, and how the latter two sisters consummated their marriage

11
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with the sage Vyasa and bore Pandu and Dhrtarastra. Amba, spurned by her betrothed King
Salva, returned to Bhisma asking to marry him, but his celibacy vow prevented it. The enraged
Amba undertook penance and received a boon from Siva, who told her she would be reborn as a
warrior in Drupada’s lineage and would kill Bhisma. To hasten her rebirth, Amba self-immolates
on a pyre that she builds and is reborn as Sikhandini, PaficalT’s older sister (MBh. 5.188.17-18):

citam krtva sumahatim pradaya ca hutasanam |

pradipte’gnau mahar@a rosadiptena cetasa | |

uktva bhismavadhayeti pravivesa hutasanam |

yestha kasisuta rajanyamunamabhito nadim | |

Having constructed a huge funeral pyre and setting it on fire,

O Great King, when the fire was blazing, with her mind ignited by anger,

Having said, “This is for Bhisma’s destruction!” the eldest daughter of the King of Kasi
entered the fire beside the Yamuna River.

Even in the account of her piling her funeral pyre and entering it, Amba exhibits the behavior of
the male relative who prepares the pyre for a deceased individual. She collects the wood, piles it,
sets it on fire3?, and enters her own pyre. While Sikhandi has a biological birth from a human
woman, Agni serves as the transformative agent in this transaction, which is approved of and
mediated by Siva. But she hits a road bump in her rebirth — she is born a woman and has to
develop #eas to engage with Bhisma on the battlefield.

Since Agni is one of the paradigmatic models of masculinity, along with Soma and
Indra?3, and in accordance with the boon granted by Siva to Drupada, Sikhandini is raised as a
man called Sikhandi, with the truth discovered only when she 1s married off to a princess. The

shame of the discovery leads her to enter the forest again and undertake penance only to

32 Numerous sources discuss this, but I'm thinking here of the Asvalayana Grhya Sutra 4.2.10-14 which lays out
rules for a cremation. We see this also in the MBh. 13.154.8-9 when the Pandavas and Vidura pile the cita for
Bhisma. The men gather the wood and pile the altar while the women gather around the body, fanning it with palm
leaves (MBh. 13.154.11).

33 Taylor 2013, 156

12
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eventually switch genders with the yaksa Sthunakarna and finally become a man to kill Bhisma.
But as Custodi (2007, 218) points out, although the epic states five times3* that Sikhandi killed
Bhisma, other characters, including Bhisma himself cast doubts on whether this is the case or if
1t’s just the transgender warrior’s physical presence that immobilizes Bhisma and allows Arjuna
to shoot him. After all, Bhisma has to explain Sikhandi’s gender status to Duryodhana and laughs
at the warrior when he appears on the battlefield, but there are not any visual signs that Sikhandi
was ever a woman; remember that the Ambopakhyana is related by Bhisma because Duryodhana
cannot understand the reason that Bhisma won’t fight the eldest of the Pancalan sibling triad.

Furthermore, although Sikhandi was now a man, Bhisma recognized him as the
reincarnation of Amba only because he’d had spies convey the information about her
reincarnation. So, just to add to Custodi’s point, would Bhisma have even known he was facing a
transgender man if not for his spies? It seems unlikely given that in 6.78, Sikhandi demonstrates
his prowess in battle by shooting Asvatthama in the forehead. He then rages about the battlefield
with his sword until he’s wounded by Drona’s son and throws his broken sword at him which is
described as kalanalasamaprabham or “blazing like the apocalyptic fire.”?> Furthermore, in MBh.
6.114 he shoots arrows and breaks Bhisma’s bow and pierces him with 10 arrows, leading him to
throw a spear at Arjuna. When this fails, Bhisma complains about Krsna’s aiding the Pandavas
and making them invulnerable (avadhyatvat) and about Sikhandi’s feminine sex (stribhavat).36
Despite the text’s vacillation on Sikhandi’s role in killing Bhisma, it cannot be denied that he
immobilized him and opened a path to Pandava-Pancala victory.

Then, the spotlight falls on Drona in the 7t parvan, in which the Brahmin warrior slays

3% Custodi 2007, 217 cites MBh. 5.47.35, 6.14.5, 6.15.45-47, 6.115.482, 14.59.11
35 MBh. 6.78.34

36 MBh. 6.114. 32: karanadvayamasthaya naham yotsyam: pandavaih |

avadhyatvacca pandinam stribhavacca Sikhandinah | |
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Drupada (7.161.35). Here, too, Sikhandi takes on Krpa and shatters his bow but is eventually
knocked unconscious by the master archer.?’” And here is where Sikhandi’s younger brother,
Dhrstadyumna takes center stage in his attack on Drona, who is defended by Karna,
AS$vatthama, Salya, Duhsasana, Duryodhana, Sakuni, and Drumasena. Dhrstadyumna 1s
eventually joined by Satyaki who corners Karna and opens the path for him to attack Drona.??
Dhrstadyumna’s agneya qualities are highlighted in this battle sequence since the arrow he fires is
described as being so powerful that it shines like the Sun and illuminates the soldiers below its
path, striking fear into their hearts.?? Eventually, Dhrstadyumna fulfills his birth prophecy by
decapitating Drona?:

tasya mirdhanamalambya gatasattvasya dehinah |

kimcidabruvatah kayadvicakartasina sirah | |

harsena mahata yukto bharadvaje nipatite |

stmhanadaravam cakre bhramayankhadgamahave | |

He [Dhrstadyumna] grasped the head of the lifeless body. With his sword, he cut off his
[Drona’s] head as it mumbled something. Enjoined with great joy since the Bharadvaja’s
son was struck down, he let out a lion’s roar, brandishing his sword in the battle (akave).

His roaring at this moment brings us almost full circle to his birth from the ygifia, when he
emerged roaring from the flames, got on a chariot, and sped around the sacrificial arena. The

uncontrollable rage with which he decapitates Drona despite Arjuna’s pleas to not do so remind

37 MBH 7.144

38 MBh. 7. 145

39 MBh. 7.145.11-12

sa visrsto balavata saro ghoro mahamidhe |

bhasayamasa tatsainyam diwakara woditah | |

lam drstoa tu Saram ghoram devagandharvamanavah |

svastyastu samare r@jandrona@yetyabruvanvacah | |

In the great battle, the powerful one released that fearsome arrow.
It illuminated the soldiers as if the sun had arisen.

Having seen that fearsome arrow, the gods, the gandharvas, and
men spoke these words, “May Drona be victorious in this encounter!”

40 MBh. 7.165.47-48
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us of how Agni consumes all in his path and is insatiable as in the Khandava Forest scene. The
use of Ghave raises a double meaning, since it can also mean “sacrificial rite,” summoning up
images of Dhrstadyumna’s birth and reason for existing and the sanctity of this slaughter as one
that is dharmically proper. This multigenerational conflict continues after the war with
Asvatthama’s (Drona’s son’s) slaughter of the Upapandavas and Pancalans later during his night
raid on the Pandava camp. When Asvatthama comes upon Dhrstadyumna sleeping in his tent,
the dazed Paficalan prince is compared to a sacrificial animal (pasu) as Drona’s son acts as the
Samitr, or the member within the sacrificial retinue that slaughters the pasu, and hurls him by his
hair in the ground and steps on his throat, slowly suffocating him.*!

tamakramya tada rajankanthe corast cobhayoh |

nadantam visphurantam ca pasumaramamarayat | | 18 | |

Then, O King, [A$vatthama] having stepped on him, with one foot on his throat and
another on his chest, he prepared to kill the writhing and roaring [Dhrstadyumna] as if
he were a sacrificial animal (pasu).

When Dhrstadyumna begs to be killed honorably with the sword, Asvatthama shouts that he
doesn’t deserve to die honorably and stomps him to death. In a way, this death, though
dishonorable for a warrior, suits the metaphor of the pasu since the sacrificial victim of a ygjiia
would be suffocated to provide a bloodless slaughter. Note that his slaughter inaugurates the long
night of destruction in the Pandava camp that follows and connects seamlessly to the concept of
the yuddhayajiia discussed in section §7 of this paper.*? Hiltebeitel points out that by killing
Dhrstadyumna here, Asvatthama has also killed a portion of Agni since the warrior is often

described as agnerbhagam or agneramsam.*3 Asvatthama’s son eventually pays dearly for his

1 MBh. 10.8.18; Hiltebeitel 1990, 321-322 suggests that Asvatthama becomes Pasupati after “sacrificing”
Dhrstadyumna by suffocating him.

42 This is also noted by Smith 2009, p.567n1 and p.573n1

3 Hiltebeitel 1990, 319 cites 1.61.87 and 15.39.14
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adharmic slaughters at the end of the epic when he is cursed to wander the Earth rather than
attaining moksa, the lesson being that Agni doesn’t favor Brahmins who harm him.**

The enraged Asvatthama continues slaughtering all the descendants of Draupadi that he
can find, and the Prabhadrakas, a special division of the Paficalan army formed by Dhrstadyumna
and Sikhar_ldi, rush at him. As he slaughters them all with his sword, Sikhar_ldi again shoots him

in the forehead with an arrow (MBh. 10.8.60):

sa tu krodhasamavisto dronaputro mahabalah |

Stkhandinam samasadya dvidha ciccheda so'sina | |

But then Drona’s powerful son was filled with rage,

Having approached Sikhandi, he cleaved him in two with his sword.

After the Brahmin avenges his father, the goddess Kali appears on the battlefield and the
Pandava and Pancalan soldiers realize that they are fated to die (10.8.64). The final time we hear
of Sikhandi is at the great cremation of all the war dead that happens in the catalogue of the
cremations in which warriors are burned in order of importance by Yudhisthira’s order.*
Sikhandi’s cremation is followed by Dhrstadyumna, and their two younger brothers
Yudhamanyu and Uttamaujas. The two brothers meet their end on the funeral pyre, a
consecrated form of Agni, returning to the element from which their transformation and birth

occurred, exemplifying yet again the Fire god’s procreative and destructive abilities.*6

§4 Seeking out Agni

Yajiiasya ketum prathamam purohitam agnim naras
trisadhasthe sam idhire | Indrena devaih sa ratham
sa barhisi stdan ni hota yajathaya sukratuh || RV 5.11.2

+ Mbh. 10.16 relates Asvatthama receiving a curse from Vyasa to wander the earth after his death despite his
Brahmin status.

“MBh. 11.26.34

Stkhandinam ca panicalyam dhrstadyumnam ca parsatam |

yudhamanyum ca vikrantamuttamawasameva ca | |

4 MBh. 15.45-47 explains the deaths of Dhrtarastra, Kunti, and Gandhart in a sacrificial fire turned wildfire. After
Narada reassures Yudhisthira that these elders were consumed by a sacred fire, he asks his attendants to collect the
bones for proper sraddha rites to be completed.
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As the banner of the yajiia, as the foremost one placed in front, the men
have kindled Agni in his triple seat (i.e., his three sacrificial fires). On a
chariot with Indra and the gods, let the skilfull one sit on the sacred grass as
the Hotr to perform the yajiia.

Now that we’ve detailed the births of all three characters, there is one another aspect of

Agni’s identity that also maps onto this — his threefold nature and association with triples. Agni is
said to live all three regions, heavens, earth, and waters. He 1s also said to have three births, first
from the heavens as lightning, then on earth at the hands of the priests, and finally in the
waters.*” This triplet also mirrors the three sacrificial fires: garhapatya, Ghavaniya and daksina.*®
These three altars are located to the West, East, and South of the vedi, the central sacrificial arena
shaped like a rectangle with concave sides which is said to resemble the female body.*

In MBh.13.85, Brahma ladles his own semen into a sacrificial fire and produces hundreds
of divine and semidivine beings in a recasting of the Purusa Sikta. Among these are three men
who possess the qualities of the substance from which they arose. Bhrigu, whose name derives
from the sound of crackling flames (b/rig) emerges from the flames. Angiras is born from angara
(burning hot coals) as is Kavi, who emerges from cooled-off coal. Thus, with the three Pancalan
children’s connections to Agni, we are presented with a fascinating war-time, ksatriya parallel to
the householder’s own sacrificial duties in tending Agni. This invites the reader to think about the
war itself as a yajiia, complete with battle formation shapes (vyithas) that parallel the shape of Vedic
altars described in earlier liturgical texts. The ritual of sacrifice thus aligns with the ritual of battle
to ensure ksatriyas access to moksa, a topic that Hiltebeitel and others have argued elsewhere and

to which I will return later in the paper.

47 RV 10.45.1; For triple birth cf. RV 1.95.1 and 4.1.7; The gods make him threefold RV 10.88.10, i.e., with the
three sacrificial fires. Agni’s watery birth links him with Varuna.

48 Staal 1983, Vol 1, p.41 explains that the garhapatya is the householder’s domestic fire, the ahavaniya is the fire into
which oblations are offered, and daksinagni is the Southern fire into which the ancestral offerings are made.

49 Olivelle 1998, 18.
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85 Seeking Peace through War and Wealth

kulayini vasumati vayodha
rayim no vardha bahulam suviram |
apamatim durmatim badhamana
rayaspose yajiiapatimabhajanti | | TS 4.3.4.1c

The one who nourishes offspring, treasure trove, bestower of strength,
Augment our wealth and the number of heroic descendants,
Ward off enmity and evil intentions, let the lord of the yajiia

partake in the growth of wealth.

As a result of her fiery origins, Draupadi, perhaps more than any other male or female
character in the epic, repeatedly urges the Pandavas to war, and tries through her speeches to
stoke their manyu, or rage. She cites two reasons: first, she is angered that her husbands,
particularly Yudhisthira did nothing to prevent her disrobing by Duhsasana and attempted rape
by Kicaka. Second, she is later aggrieved by seeing her husbands suffer in poverty while in the
forest and when hiding in Virata’s court. When in the gambling match, Yudhisthira wagers and
loses Draupadi, the sita 1s ordered to fetch her. When summoned, Draupadi says (2.60.13):

draupadyuvaca |

evam niinam vyadadhatsamvidhata sparsavubhau sprsato dhirabalau |

dharmam tvekam paramam praha loke sa nah samam dhasyati gopyamanah | |

Draupadi said, "This indeed, is what Creator must have ordained. The wise man and fool
are both touched by fate, but one Dharma was declared the highest in this world and will
maintain us in peace (Samam) if it 1s defended.

This moment, early in the narrative, is a turning point. Her words can be read in two ways. It
appears to be the last time that Draupadi suggests that peace 1s possible without bloodshed, but
as the listener and reader know, her impending disrobing will result in Draupadi’s repeated
requests for her husbands to violently avenge her. In each of these instances, she will urge them

to adhere to their ksatriya dharma, protect her honor, and retake their kingdom.

18



Tejas S. Aralere
University of New Hampshire

Her disbelief that she could have been wagered in the match is soon broken when
Dubhsasana enters her chambers and drags her by the hair and menstruating, into the court
amidst multiple generations of the Pandava and Kaurava men. As Duhsasana drags her into the
court, Draupadi screams at the men, saying that Drona, Bhisma, and Yudhisthira have failed to
adhere to Dharma by failing to prevent her assault. °© Here, Draupadi’s fiery qualities come to
the fore as her scornful sidelong glances further inflamed (samdipayamasa) her husbands whose
bodies were already overwhelmed with anger (pandavan kopa parita dehan) at the sight of her abuse,
and plunged them into sorrow. While as a woman, she is unable to dharmically physically fight
her assaulters, she uses her positionality to urge her husbands to violent action. Still, they do
nothing to save her, and she scolds them for it. Yudhisthira prevents Bhima from taking violent
action in the court at this moment and will repeatedly argue that according to dharmic law, there
was nothing either he or nor his siblings could do since they were property of the Kauravas. It
seems that the questions from Narada to Yudhisthira in the beginning of the second paran, pre-
empt this very type of situation (2.5.15):

kaccitsamdhim yathakalam vigraham copasevase |
kaccidvrttimudasine madhyame canuvartase | |

Do you pursue peace and war at the appropriate time?

50 MBh. 2.60.33-36

dronasya bhismasya ca nasti sattvam dhruvam tathaiasya mahatmano'pr |

rajfiastatha himamadharmamugram na laksayante kuruvrddhamukhyah | |

tatha bruvantt karunam sumadhyama kaksena bhartinkupitanapasyat |

sa pandavankopaparitadehansamdipayamasa kataksapataih | |

hrtena rajyena tatha dhanena ratnaisca mukhyaima tatha babhiiva |

yathartaya kopasamiritena krsnakataksena babhiva duhkham | |

“The good character (sattva) and steadfastness of Drona and Bhisma no longer exist, nor do they in this great-souled
man [Virata]. Indeed, similarly the foremost of the great Kuru Lineage have not noticed this terrible
unrighteousness (adharmam) of the King [Virata].” Thus, speaking pitifully, the fine-hipped one looked at her angry
husbands with a sidelong glance. She, with her sidelong glances, inflamed the Pandavas, filling their bodies with
anger. They were not as sad from the loss of their kingdom, wealth, or jewels, as they were from Krsna’s sidelong,
anger-stirring (kopa) and suffering glance.

19



Tejas S. Aralere
University of New Hampshire

Do you follow the path in the middle with neutrality?

We see that Yudhisthira chooses not to pursue a fight at this moment, but to remain inert despite
knowing that the actions committed in his presence were wrong. Yudhisthira’s second gambling
match and loss to the Kauravas leads us to Draupadr’s extended complaint to Krsna and the
Pandavas in the 3 parvan once they have been banished to the forest (3.13.105-108):

ta 1me simhavikranta virpenabhyadhikah paraih |

vihinath pariklisyantim samupeksanta mam katham | |

etadrsani duhkhani sahante durbaltyasam |

diighakalam pradiptan: papanam ksudrakarmanam | |

kule mahat: jatasmi divyena vidhina kila |

pandavanam priya bharya snusa pandormahatmanah | |

kacagrahamanuprapta sasmi krsna vara satt |

padicanamindrakalpanam preksatam madhusadana | |

These men have the valor of lions and have more courage than others — how can they
ignore my suffering through the oppression of inferiors? Such sorrows are suffered by
those who are weak and of little strength. For a long time, these sinful and lowly actions
have inflamed me. I was born into a great clan according to divine order itself! I am the
beloved wife of the Pandavas and the daughter-in-law of the Great-Souled Pandu. O
Krsna Madhusudana, I, the most virtuous woman, was seized by my hair all while the
five Indra-like men watched on!

While she scolds her husbands for their inaction, her complaints to Krsna climax with her angrily
declaring (kruddha vacanamabravit) all her male relatives effectually dead since they repeatedly fail

to defend her honor (3.13.111-113)

caksust parimarantt nihsvasantt punah punah |
baspapirnena kanthena kruddha vacanamabravit | |
nawa me patayah santi na putra madhusidana |

na bhrataro na ca pita nawa tvam na ca bandhavah | |
_ye mam viprakrtam ksudravrupeksadhvam visokavat |

na hi me samyate duhkham karno yatprahasattada | |
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She cried tears of grief and sighed again and again. Angry (kruddha), with her throat
choked with tears, she said, “O Madhusudana! I have no husbands, sons, brothers, father,
or relatives. They ignored me when I was oppressed by inferior ones, unmoved by
sorrow. My grief that Karna laughed at me then will never be pacified (samyate).”

In both these passages, Draupadi’s anger (kopa) comes from her self-perceived status as being
equivalent to a widow who would be subject to sa#7 °! and thereby giving her yet another
connection to having a fiery psychological nature, and as a woman with no male relatives to take
action on her behalf. But this is just the beginning of her repeated attempts to stoke her
husbands’ anger to make them take action against the Kauravas. She complains to Krsna that
her valorous, lion-like husbands have repeatedly failed to save her or support her and that she
has burnt (pradiptan:) for a long time (dirghakalam) with anger from suffering at the hands of those
who perform evil deeds (papanam ksudrakarmanam) (3.13.105-108). We see Draupadi’s mental and
physical characteristics associated with insatiable, raging Agni and she is often trying to ignite her
husbands’ anger and make them act on her behalf. Though she is plagued by unending anger as
a woman, she is incapable of developing it into manyu (rage) and taking violent action. She repeats
that her sorrow cannot be pacified (na i me samyate duhkham) and later tells them that she will be
pacified only when the Kauravas have been defeated and Yudhisthira restored to the throne.
Krsna sympathizes with Draupadi, and his response 1s one urging violence; he says that
the wives of the men who angered her will weep as Draupadi does when they see their husbands’

corpses killed by Arjuna’s arrows and immersed in a flood of blood.”?> He promises to make her

51 Dhand 2008, 167-169 discusses sa#7 at length, noting that is not common for the numerous widows in the epics
who continue to serve in influential political roles, but that it seems to be gaining ground as an ideology in this
period.

52 This passage forebodingly foreshadows the slaughter that will follow, but also the metaphor of the yuddha as a
river in 12.99.30-34.

MBh. 3.13.114-115

athainamabravitkrsnastasminvirasamagame |

rodisyanti striyo hyevam yesam kruddhasi bhamini | |

bibhatsusarasamchannarisonitaughapariplutan |
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the queen of kings (r@fiam rajit bhavisyasi) >3, though never the mother of kings — a stark reminder for
readers familiar with the story that things will not turn out as Draupadt hopes and that her
offspring will never inherit the throne. Immediately, the Pandava and Pancalan men make vows
to defeat specific enemies in avenging various other characters: Dhrstadyumna vows to kill
Drona to avenge Drupada, Sikhandi vows to kill Bhisma to fulfill Amba’s vow, Bhima will kill
Duryodhana to fulfill the vow he made to break his thigh during the gambling match, and
Arjuna vows to kill Karna. This momentarily pacifies Draupadi until Krsna takes his leave.

She then turns to the Pandavas, asking Yudhisthira how there can be peace in her heart
(ka santirhrdayasya me) when he is no longer surrounded by kings in the assembly.>* Furthermore,
living in the forest has forced them all to gather wild fruits and hunt game to feed themselves
instead of having palace cooks make them meals, and knowing wolf-belly Bhima’s love of eating
and his quick temper and favor towards her, she talks of his suffering next. She tells Yudhisthira
that her mind can have no peace (nopasamyati me manah) seeing Bhima do menial tasks, but asks
how he 1sn’t filled with rage over time, by seeing Bhima’s suffering (dhyayantam kim na manyuste
prapte kale vivardhate). She repeatedly asks “kasmanmanyurna vardhate?” Why doesn’t your rage

grow?>> With no peace in her heart or her mind, Draupadr’s enraged exasperation comes to a

mhatanjivitam tyaktva Sayananvasudhatale | |

53 MBh. 3.13.116:

yatsamartham pandavanam tatkarisyami ma sucah |

satyam le pratyanami r@nam r@azr bhavisyast || 116 | |

5+ MBh. 3.28.12:

yadapasyam sabhayam toam r@jabhih parvaritam |

lacca r@jannapasyantyah ka santirhrdayasya me | |

I have seen you in the sabha, surrounded by kings.

O king, upon no longer seeing that, how can there be peace in my heart?
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head when she says she is bewildered (muhyam:) that he 1sn’t angry that Arjuna, the most excellent
of warriors, is not allowed to fight.>® After asking a total of ten times — twice for each of the five
brothers — how his rage (manyu) has not increased, Draupadi then tries a different tactic:
msulting Yudhisthira. She says that he’s behaving in a way contrary to ksatriya dharma since the
smrt texts say that no ksatriya in the world 1s devoid of rage (na nirmanyuh ksatriyo'sti loke). She urges
him to display his fiery virility (fgas) when it’s appropriate, telling him not to show mercy to his
enemies. She says that she knows full well that he possesses the fgas to defeat them, but that he
just needs to summon it up and take action.’” Yudhisthira rejects her view of ksatriya dharma,

saying that anger (krodha) 1s not conducive to attaining prosperity or producing welfare in the
ymng g g prosp p g

5 3.28.18

sarvamstanadya pasyami vane vanyena jratah |

aduhkharhanmanusyendra nopasamyati me manah || 18 | |

bhimasenamimam capt duhkhitam vanavasinam |

dhyayantam kim na manyuste prapte kale vivardhate | | 19 | |

bhimasenam hi karman: svayam kuroanamacyuta |

sukharham duhkhitam drstoa kasmanmanyurna vardhate | | 20 | |

I see them all living in the forest by the forest, O King of Men [Yudhisthira], undeserving of suffering - my mind has
no peace. I see Bhimasena, sad and living in the forest, meditating — in time, how does your rage (manyu) not grow?
Indeed Bhimasena is performing all these tasks himself, O Infallible One (Yudhisthira). Having seen the one
deserving of comfort being in grief, how does your rage (manyu) not grow?

56 MBh. 3.28.26:

drsta vanagatam parthamaduhkharham sukhocitam |

na ca te vardhate manyustena muhyami bharata | |

57 MBh. 3.28.33-37

nanam ca lava nawasti manyurbharatasattama |
yatte bhratimsca mam caia drstva na vyathate manah | | 33 | |

na nirmanyuh ksatriyo'sti loke nirvacanam smrtam |

ladadya tayt pasyam ksatrive viparitavat | | 34 | |
90 na darsayate tejah ksatriyah kala agate |

sarvabhatani tam partha sada paribhavantyuta | | 35 | |

lattvaya na ksama karya satranprati kathamcana |

lejasawa hi te Sakya nihantum natra samsayah | | 36 | |

lathawa yah ksamakale ksatriyo nopasamyats |

apriyah sarvabhiitanam so'mutreha ca nasyati || 37 | |

“It is certain that there is no rage (manyu) left in you, Best of the Bharatas (Yudhisthira). Despite seeing your brothers
and me, your mind is not distressed. The smrti texts say that there is no ksatriya in the world without rage (manyu).
But in you, today, I see that which 1s contrary to ksatriyas. A ksatriya who does not display his fiery energy (/gjas)
when the time 1s right, O Partha, is always despised by all beings. Therefore, you should never show forgiveness
towards your enemies. There is no doubt that you can destroy all of them through your fiery energy (tgas). But it is
also true that a ksatriya who is not pacified when the time of forgiving arrives, is hated by all beings and is destroyed
here and hereafter.”
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world, and so he has controlled his anger like a wise man (Mbh. 3.30.8):

tam krodham varjitam dhiraih kathamasmadvidhascaret |

etad Draupadt samdhaya na me manyuh pravardhate | | 8 | |

Anger (krodha) 1s cast aside by the wise — how could someone like me behave otherwise?
Draupadi, having reflected on this my rage (manyu) does not grow.

Draupadi and Yudhisthira pointedly uses two different terms in their argument: manyu and krodha.
He says that wise men do not experience anger (krodha), and after identifying himself as a wise
man, says that his rage (manyu) won’t grow because he won’t give way to the emotion of anger.
Angelika Malinar discusses this in greater detail, saying that anger (krodha / kopa) are transient
mental states, but that rage (manyu) is “the essential quality of gods like Indra and Varuna which
allows them to maintain their regal status.”>® Embodying, possessing, and acting on manyu and
not kopa/krodha is what enables the gods with the vigor required to accomplish their deeds.>?
Having recognized this, Draupadi wants her husbands to show this necessary quality of a
warrior, arguing that they should display #gas, a fiery, luminous energetic power which is only
associated with men, rather than ksama (forgiveness).Y But Yudhisthira argues that ksama is at the
core of every aspect of life (3.30.36-37):

ksama dharmah ksama yajiiah ksama vedah ksama srutam |

yastamevam vyanat sa sarvam ksantumarhati | |

ksama brahma ksama satyam ksama bhutam ca bhavi ca |

ksama tapah ksama saucam ksamaya coddhrtam jagat | |

Forgiveness 1s dharma. Forgiveness is sacrifice. Forgiveness is the Vedas. Forgiveness is
the sruti. He who knows this is able to forgive everything. Forgiveness is the Brahman.

Forgiveness 1s the truth. Forgiveness is what was and will be. Forgiveness is heated

58 Malinar 2007, 82-84

%9 Malinar is correct to distinguishe manyu and krodha, and I add here that this also seems to be related to the Greek
méenis (1) pfivig) which in the Doric and Ionic dialects becomes “man-* (pav-) which describes Achilles’
inextinguishable rage in Homer’s Iliad. As the first word of the Greek war-epic, it also serves as the central theme of
the entire work, with his rage final soothed when he grieves over Patroclus with Priam who grieves over his dead son
Hector in the last book of the epic.

60 Malinar 2007, 84.
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meditation (tapah). Forgiveness is purity. Forgiveness is that which supports the universe.

Note that he says these phrases more than ten times to overwhelm each of Draupadt’s uses of
manyu. Responding to her demands that he activate his #gas and act on his manyu, Yudhisthira
replies telling her that forgiveness is even the highest principle Brahman itself (3.30.39):

ksama tejasvinam tejah ksama brahma tapasvinam |

ksama satyam satyavatam ksama danam ksama yasah | |

Forgiveness 1s the luminous energy (fgas) of the powerful (tgasvin). Forgiveness is the
Brahma of the ascetics. Forgiveness is the truth of the truthful. Forgiveness is alms.
Forgiveness is fame.

He argues against her claims that he lacks manyu by saying that his ability to forgive is the utmost
demonstration of the #gas upon which those in a state of rage act. Yudhisthira concludes his
speech by shifting the discussion from the temporary state of forgiveness (ksama) to peace (Sama), a
possibly more permanent political state. This mirrors the relationship between krodha and manyu
discussed above in that the former is fleeting while the latter is a more permanent state. He says
that all the Kaurava elders are pushing for peace (samam) and urges Draupadi to not be angry (ma
krudhah) after chanting a peace hymn by Rsi Kasyapa (MBh. 3.30.44-48):

i gitah kasyapena gatha nityam ksamavatam |
Srutva gathah ksamayastvam tusya Draupadi ma krudhah | |
pitamahah samtanavah samam sampijayisyaty |
acaryo vidurah ksatta Samameva vadisyatah |
krpasca samjayascaiva samameva vadisyatah | |
somadatto yuyutsusca dronaputrastathaia ca |
pitamahasca no vyasah samam vadati mityasah | |
etarrhi r@a niyatam codyamanah samam prate |
rayyam datett me buddhirna cellobhannasisyati | |
kalo'vam darunah prapto bharatanamabhutaye |
niscitam me sadawaitatpurastadapt bhamini | |

Thus, these verses about those who are forgiving were always chanted by Kasyapa.
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Having heard these verses on forgiveness, be satisfied, Draupadi, and don’t be angry. Our
grandfather, Santanu’s son [Bhisma], always honors peace. The preceptor and steward
Vidura is speaking only about peace. Krpa and Sanjaya also speak about peace.
Somadatta, Yuyutsu, Drona’s son, and our grandfather Vyasa always speak about peace.
Always urged by all of them towards peace, I think the king will return the kingdom. If he
does not, he will face destruction. A terrible time has arrived and it will lead to the
destruction of the Bharatas, Beautiful One [Draupadi]!

He ends his response saying that the Kaurava elders and advisors to Duryodhana (Bhisma,
Vidura, Krpa, Sanjaya, Somadatta, Yuyutsu, and Asvatthama) urge peace (sama) and that he’s
confident that Duryodhana will listen to their advice. However, he reassures her that if
Duryodhana doesn’t return to the kingdom, he will face ultimate destruction since he is
undeserving of ksama.%! Draupadi remains unpacified and rejects his reasoning, saying that
dharma, compassion, forgiveness, uprightness, and tenderness are not conducive to accruing
prosperity (sriyam) a play on words referring to her own divine connection to Sri, that is to win
her, he must win the kingdom back.®? Reclaiming the throne was of utmost importance for
Draupadi who had argued that Yudhisthira should retake his kingdom so that she and her

husbands did not need to suffer as impoverished forest-dwellers.

§6 Yudhisthira’s First Display of Anger

agnina visvasat |
suryena svarat |
kratva Sacipatih |
vrsabhena tvasta |
yajiiena maghavan |
daksinagne suvargah |
manyuna vrtraha | TS 4.4.8.a-g
Through Agni, you are the all-conqueror,

61 MBh. 3.30.47

etairh r@a niyatam codyamanah samam prati |
rajyam datett me buddhirna cellobhannasisyati | |

62 MBh. 3.31.2:

neha dharmanysamsyabhyam na ksantya narjavena ca |
purusah Sriyamapnoti na ghrnitvena karhicit | |
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Through the Sun, you are self-ruling,
Through Power you are the lord of succor,
Through the bull, you are the creator,
Through the yajiia, you are munificent,
Through the southern altar, you keep good company,
Through Rage (manyu), you destroy enemies...

The second major instance of Draupadt’s censuring her husbands occurs in the Virata court after
Kicaka abuses her. Yudhisthira, fearful that the Pandavas’ real identity will be discovered while
in hiding, once again prevents Bhima from killing Kicaka even though they are witness to
Draupadi’s pleas. Draupadi angrily incites the Pandavas’s anger by repeating five times (4.15.15-
19): tesam mam maninim bharyam siataputrah padavadhit: “1 am the proud wife of those [Pandavas] and
a Suta’s son has kicked me.” Without being able to name them lest she break their disguise, and
under the pretense that her celestial Gandharoa husbands are elsewhere, she repeats the phrase five
times urging each of them present in the royal court to action (MBh. 4.15.19-21):

sarvalokamimam hanyurdharmapasasitastu ye |
tesam mam maninim bharyam sataputrah padavadhit | |
Saranam ye prapannanam bhavanti Saranarthinam |
caranti loke pracchannah kva nu te'dya maharathah | |
katham te siitaputrena vadhyamanam priyam satim |
marsayanti yatha kltba balavanto 'mitawasah | |
I am the revered wife of those who, had they not been bound by the noose of dharma, are
capable of destroying the entire world. They provide aid to those who seek refuge
(Saranam). They are roaming the world in disguise - where are those great chariot warriors
now? How do those powerful ones tolerate that their beloved and chaste wife is physically
abused by the son of a sata, as if they were eunuchs (klzba)?
She goes on to say that her proud husbands, bound by Dharma’s noose (dharma pasa), continue
giving refuge to seemingly everyone except her, their own wife. By calling them eunuchs (kl7ba) she
highlights that their life incognito has completely drained them of their masculinity; while only

Arjuna is crossdressing as Brhannala, and has transformed into a eunuch, as far as Draupadt’s
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concerned, all the Pandavas are in the same emasculated position — fettered by Dharma and as
good as dead.%? It is rather striking that as Yama’s son and manifestation of dharma that is present
in the court, Yudhisthira himself can be associated with the pasa since he fetters his brothers from
acting to defend Draupadi. The queen’s choice of dharmapasa also conveys imagery of Yama as
the god of death, something that is echoed later in Krsna’s plea for peace to Dhrtarastra
(5.93.52):

pramuficemanmytyupasatksatriyanksatriyarsabha |

prasamya bharatasrestha ma manyuvasamanvagah | |

Free those ksatriyas from the noose of death, Bull Among Ksatriyas.

Having made peace, O Best of the Bharatas, do not be carried away by rage (manyu).

Here, with the tatpurusa compound mrtyupasa, Krsna links the pasa to Yama’s role as the god of
death, reminding us to keep both the dharmic and mortal aspects of the god in mind as we
analyze the scene. The Pandavas’ refusal to respond to the assaults on Draupadi was, in effect, a
living death and a failure to adhere to their dharmic responsibility as ksatrzya husbands. Brought
before King Virata, she accuses the king of acting favorably towards Kicaka and not punishing
him appropriately, and therefore following the dharma of a dasyu (non-Aryan barbarian).5* This
insult hurled at Virata enrages Yudhisthira who, disguised as the Brahmin Kanka, begins to
sweat with anger (MBh. 4.15.30: kopattu lalate sveda asajat) and orders Draupadi to return to her
ladies’ quarters in Queen Sudesna’s dwelling. He tells her that she is promised heaven with her

warrior husbands, but that they do not see this as the time for rage (manyu).5>

63 In discussing Draupadi’s repeated sexual assaults, Sutherland (1989, 72) notes that her inert husbands who fail to
act in her defense are further emasculated by failing to defend her.

6+ MBh. 4.15.24

na r@janr@avatkimeitsamacarast kicake |

dasyinamiva dharmaste na hi samsadi sobhate | |

O king! You are not acting anything like a king in your treatment of Kicaka. Your dharma is that of a dasyu
(barbarian) and is indeed not worthy to be in an assembly hall.

65 MBh. 4.15.30-34

vaisampayana uwvaca |

evam samp@gayamstatra krsnam preksya sabhasadah |

yudlusthirasya kopattu lalate sveda asajat | |

athabravidra@japutrim kauravyo mahisim priyam |

gaccha sairandhri matra sthah sudesnaya nwesanam | |
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Knowing that Bhima is the most likely to spring to action through anger, Draupadi then
approaches her husband late that night, hoping to inflame his anger, and asks him to kill
Kicaka.% In her speech she compares Arjuna to a fire that is trapped in a well (4.18.10):

yo'tarpayadameyatma khandave jatavedasam |

so'ntahpuragatah parthah kipe'gniriva samortah | |

He, the one of immeasurable soul, who satisfied Jataveda (Agni) in the Khandava (forest),
having entered the inner rooms [of the palace], Partha [Arjuna], is like fire hidden in a
well.

Draupadt’s reference here to the burning of the Khandava Forest by Krsna and Arjuna (MBh.
1.214-219) recalls three different components of the epic, each of which is related to the fiery
theme I’'m highlighting here: 1) the Gandiva bow, 2) Jataveda/Agni’s central role in the epic, and
finally, 3) Arjuna’s tgas, or fiery, luminous, masculine energy. Just like Arjuna’s hidden away in
the recesses of the Matsya palace as Brhannala, his bow, capable of bringing fiery destruction to
enemies is buried under a tree.5”

Draupadi’s grief stirs Bhima to action; he weeps, complains that Yudhisthira prevented
him from acting in the Matsya court, and the fact that the Kauravas remain unpunished burns
(dahat) him like stakes driven through his heart.% Note the similarity in Bhima’s heated

emotional state with Draupadi’s as pradiptan: earlier in 3.13.106. He first asks Draupadi to

bhartaramanurudhyantyah klisyante virapatnayah |

Susrasaya klisyamanah patilokam jayantyuta | |

manye na kalam krodhasya pasyanti patayastava |

lena tvam nablidhavanti gandharoah saryavarcasah | |

akalgiias: sarandhri swlisiva vidhavast |

vighnam karost matsyanam divyatam r@jasamsadi |

gaccha sairandhri gandharoah karisyanti tava priyam | |

66 Sutherland 1989, 72 notes that only Bhima is incapable of controlling his emotions when Draupadi is assaulted
and so is the only husband that protects her throughout the epic.

67 She repeats a similar phrase later MBh. 4.19.16:

nadawikamidam manye yatra partho dhananyayah |

bhimadhanva mahabahuraste santa wanalah | |

I think it cannot be anything other than fate, when mighty-armed Partha Dhananjaya, whose bow is fearsome, has
been pacified, like a fire that is covered.

68 MBh. 4.20.4
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conquer her anger (krodham jahi) and to adhere to dharma. Draupadi replies that Kicaka has
repeatedly angered her, but that she has repeatedly restrained her anger (punah niyamya kopam)s?
and warned the ra@ksasa to stop since the dharma of the ksatriya is to destroy their enemies.’ With
this reminder of his duties to her and his varna, Bhima acquiesces to her request and kills Kicaka
by squelching him in an embrace.’”! This method invokes the story of Siva’s interruption of King
Daksa’s ygjiia where the god crushes the yajiia itself as his pasu. Siva is angered that his father in-
law neglected to invite him and his wife Sati to his major sacrifice and so he destroys the sacrifice
itself. This story is recounted in Bhisma’s teachings to Yudhisthira within an ontological
framework of Agni’s varied forms and his presence on Earth in the form of the fever (jvara) in
12.274. Bhisma explains that Siva’s perspiration fell to the ground and produced a great fiery
being resembling the cosmos-destroying fire (kalanala). This dwarfish (hrasvo'tz) figure with red
eyes, with erect hair, dark colored skin but draped in red clothing terrified the brahmins

officiating Daksa’s sacrifice as it threw the universe into disarray.’? This image of

69 MBh. 4.20.18

lamaham kupita bhima punah kopam niyamya ca |
abruvam kamasammadhamatmanam raksa Kicaka | |

70 MBh. 4.20.28

vadatam varnadharmamsca brahmananam hi me Srutam |
ksatriyasya sada dharmo nanyah satrunibarhanat | |

I have heard brahmins speak about the dharma of different varnas. There
is no dharma for ksatriya other than the destruction of enemies.
71 MBh. 4.21.59

lasya padau ca pant ca siro grivam ca sarvasah |

kaye pravesayamasa pasoriwa pinakadhrk | |

72 MBh. 12.274.35-40

lam tu yagiiam tatharapam gacchantamupalabhya sah |
dhanuradaya banam ca tadanvasarata prabhuh || 35 | |
latastasya suresasya krodhadamitatejasah |

lalatatprasrio ghorah svedabindurbabhiiva ha | | 36 | |
lasminpatitamatre tu svedabindau tatha bhuvt |
pradurbabhiiva sumahanagnih kalanalopamah || 37 | |
latra c@jayata tada purusah purusarsabha |
hrasvotimatraraktakso harismasrurvibhisanah | | 38 | |
ardhvakesotilomangah Syenolikastathaiva ca |

karalah krsnavarnasca rakiavasastathawa ca | | 39 | |
lam yajiiam sa mahasattvo'dahatkaksamivanalah |
devascapyadravansarve tato bhita diso dasa | | 40 | |
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anthropomorphic fire also summons up the description of Agni’s arrival in Rhandavadaha passage.
Only Brahma’s pleading calmed Siva’s rage, and this great fire was divided into smaller portions
and produced many different types of fever (jvara).”® The reference also foreshadows Kicaka’s
kinsmen’s actions who, upon discovering that their leader is dead, decide to punish Draupadi by
cremating her on Kicaka’s pyre, once again referencing the practice of Sati.’* They tie Draupadi
up and bring her to the cremation grounds, but she’s rescued by Bhima who slaughters the sitas
attempting to ritually cremate his wife, and the Pandavas’ identity remains hidden. In a dramatic
turn of events, Agni consumes the corpses of these 105 sutas killed by Bhima by order of Matsya’s
General Virata, demonstrating once more that Agni will condone and consume when it is
dharmically proper for him to do so. The god always gets his due.”?

So, we see Draupadi repeatedly argue throughout this portion of the epic that violent
retribution is owed her by her husbands, and it’s only Bhima whom she successtully inflames to
action. So far, we have seen Draupadi’s repeated association with fire, most directly with the

story about Daksa’s sacrifice. Note that the story, though it 1s about Sati, does not reference her

But seeing the sacrifice in such a form as it was proceeding, he (Siva) took up his bow and arrow and followed it.
Then, due to the intense anger (krodham) of the Lord of the gods, who possessed great fiery energy (mahatejas), a
terrible drop of sweat emerged from his forehead. As soon as that drop of sweat fell upon the earth, a great fire,
resembling the fire of cosmic destruction (kalanala), appeared. There, a figure appeared, O Bull Among Men, with a
short stature, very red eyes, and a fearsome lion-like hair. With upward hair and excessively hairy body like a
vulture, thus, he was fearsome, dark in color, and wore blood-red garments. That great being, like an apocalyptic
fire consuming a room, consumed that sacrifice. All the gods, terrified, fled in all ten directions.

73 MBh. 12.274.45-46

yascaisa puruso jatah svedatte vibudhottama |

Jvaro namaisa dharmajiia lokesu pracarisyaty | | 45 | |

ekibhitasya na hyasya dharane tejasah prabho |

samartha sakala prthvt bahudha srjyatamayam | | 46 | |

There is this man who has been born from your sweat, O Greatly Enlightened One! In the name of fever, let him
wander around the worlds, O Knower of Dharma. If all of this fiery energy (fgas) exists as one, the entire earth will
not be able to bear it; let it be divided into many.

7+ MBh. 4.22

75 MBh. 4.23.6-7

lesam tadvacanam Srutoa virato valinipatih |

abravitkriyatamesam satanam paramakriya | |

ekasminneva te sarve susamiddhe hutasane |

dahyantam kicakah Sighram ratnairgandhaisca sarvasah | |
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burning, but rather on the way Siva’s rage manifests and materializes itself, and draws the
comparison between Siva abd Bhima. Draupadt’s success in stirring Bhima to act on his anger is
temporary since in the next parvan he calms down again, asking Krsna to convince the Kauravas
to seek peace and prevent the war.
The discussion begins when Yudhisthira tells Krsna that enmity (vairam) cannot be solved
through enmity (vairena), comparing it to how placing oblations in the sacrificial fire (havisagnir
yatha) makes it grow larger (abhivardhate).”® Here too, the image is of Agni and his voracious
appetite. He argues instead that strength/power (balavan) is the greatest distress on the heart
(balavanadhirhrdayabadhanah) and that by renouncing this enmity (fyagena) from the mind (manasah),
one can find peace (santi).”” However, he tells Krsna that while giving up their claim on the
kingdom would produce peace, it would be equal to death (vadha).”® Yudhisthira argues that
peace obtained through submission to the enemy (pranipatena) is the best route forward.”
Surprisingly, Bhima agrees with his brother, asking Krsna to speak to the Kauravas in
such a way that they permit peace.?” He says that Duryodhana is wicked and evil, but that
following him and being under his command would be preferable to destroying the Bharata

lineage®! and asks Krsna to address the elder members of the Kaurava faction and convince

76 MBh. 5.70.63

na capt vairam vairena kesava vyupasamyati |
havisagniryatha krsna bhiya evabhivardhate | |

77 MBh. 5.70.65

78 MBh. 5.70.67

9@ tu yagena santih syattadrte vadha eva sah |

samsayacca samucchedaddvisatamatmanastatha | | 67
79°5.70.68

na ca tyaktum tadicchamo na cecchamah kulaksayam |

atra ya prampatena santih sawa gartyast | |

80 MBh. 5.72.1

bhimasena wvaca |
yatha yathawa Santih syatkuranam madhusiadana |

latha tathaiva bhasetha ma sma yuddhena bhisayeh || 1 | |
81 MBh. 5.72.20

apt duryodhanam krsna sarve vayamadhascarah |
nicairbhitoanuyasyamo ma sma no bharata nasan || 20 | |
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them to seek peace by reasoning with Dhrtarastra.®? Krsna laughs at Bhima, thinking that it was
as if the fire had gone cold (tacchitatvamiva pavake)® and tries to incite (samtegayam) and fan the
flames of his rage with words (vagbhirmatarisveva pavakam).8* He reminds Bhima that he is losing
sleep while constantly brooding over how to destroy the Kauravas, noting that his breath burns
like a fire while his mind is at unrest (aprasantamana) like a fire with smoke (sadhiima wa pavakah).®>
Krsna, knowing full well the effects of his words, goes so far as to insult Bhima’s masculinity,
calling him a eunuch (k/zba)?® to which an enraged Bhima tells Krsna that he still firmly adheres
to the Ksatriya dharma.?” Draupadi once again rejects any possibility of drawing a peace with
the Kauravas and tells Krsna that the enemy cannot be pacified with generosity (danena na
Samyat))®® and must be dealt the penalty from the mahadanda (great scepter) of justice.8?

Krsna then goes to visit Kunti who mourns for Draupadi’s condition, saying that
although she has five warrior husbands (patibhih pasicabhih praharibhih), triple alliteration that
seems to only be missing pandavaih pointing to their absence, possessing the nature of divine fire
(Sararragnikalpaih), that her lot has only been pain and suffering (duhkhah).”® She says that a
prophecy at the time of Arjuna’s birth stated that he would conquer the earth and perform the

three sacrifices and that the war must take place.?! After he’s victorious, Dhananjaya (Arjuna)

825.72.22

vacyah pitamaho vrddho ye ca krsna sabhasadah |

bhratinamastu saubhratram dhartarastrah prasamyatam | |

835.73.2

845.73.3

855.73.6

86 5.73.17: aho nasamsase kimeitpumstvam kltba watmani | ;
87 Custodi 2007, 210 notes that this same insult is hurled at Bhisma by SiSupala when informed of his vow of celibacy
in MBh. 3.34.13.

88 This reminds the reader of the conversation at 3.30.39: ksama danam
89 5.80. 9-14.

95.88.45

91 MBh. 5.88.64-65

yanma vagabravinnaktam satake savyasacinah |

putraste prthwim jeta yasascasya divam sprset | |

hatoa kuringramajanye rajyam prapya dhanamjayah |

bhratrbhih saha kaunteyastrinmedhanaharisyaty | |
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will lead the three sacrifices (t#rinmedhanaharisyatr), she says, bringing the focus back to the ygjias
that victorious ksatriyas are responsible for performing: the Asvamedha, Rajasuya, and the
Vajapeya.?? She repeatedly grieves over Draupadi’s insult in the court and seems ashamed of
Yudhisthira’s inaction, asking that Krsna urge the Pandavas to pursue war, particularly Bhima,
whose anger never subsides until his enemies are vanquished; he must fulfill his vow to kill
Duryodhana.”® Krsna’s embassy to the Kaurava court following this (MBh. 5.89-130) fails to
secure peace (Sama) before the war, despite numerous attempts to change Dhrtarastra’s and
Duryodhana’s minds. He asks Dhrtarastra to negotiate now so that peace can exist (Samah
syaditr) without the warriors having to fight.?*

Krsna’s attempts to persuade Dhrtarastra to establish his son on a path to peace fail, of
course, and in the Str7 Parva (12), after the war is over, Dhrtarastra physically expresses his anger
in another fiery reference. Upon meeting the Pandavas for the first time since the death of all
his sons, the Kuru king is overcome with grief and rage and attempts to kill Bhima with his
rage-filled embrace. With all his sons dead, Dhrtarastra must perform his kingly duty and
welcome the victorious Pandavas, but his heart still aches over Duryodhana’s death. While
Yudhisthira is met with an empathetic embrace (dharmara@am parisvajya santvayitoa), the Kuru
king’s rage roils as he comes to Bhima, the Pandava who slew Duryodhana: “with an evil heart,

he seemed like he wanted to burn Bhima like a fire (didhaksuriwa pavakah) burns a forest

When I was giving birth to Savyasachi, a voice told me in the night,
‘Your son will conquer the earth and his fame will touch heaven.
Having killed the Kurus in a battle among men, Dhananjaya Kounteya will obtain the kingdom
and will perform three sacrifices with his brothers.’

92 Staal Vol. 1, p. 118

9 MBh. 5.88.83

na hi varram samasadya prasamyati vrkodarah |

suctradapr bhimasya na hi vairam prasamyaty |

yavadantam na nayat Satravaisatrukarsanah | |

9 MBh. 5.93.3

kurianam pandavanam ca Samah syaditi bharata |

aprayatnena viranametadyatitumagatah | |
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(bhimasenamayam davam).””> Quite literally, this translates to “a forest consisting of Bhimasena,” a
suitable reference to Bhima’s massive size and to reflect the Kuru monarch’s expansive rage.
Knowing his intentions, Krsna places an iron effigy before the king, who injures himself while
crushing it in an embrace. But the forest fire reference once again summons up the Khandava
Forest burning” where Agni’s insatiable rage and appetite are satisfied by Krsna and Arjuna at
the beginning of the epic. To slightly extend this metaphor, Krsna does not allow Dhrtarastra’s
fire to burn because it 1s unjust and would be against dkarma. While the burning of the
Khandava forest and the slaughter of its inhabitants is permitted since it is by Agni’s personal
request, Krsna does not permit Dhrtarastra’s fire to consume Bhima here. Dhrtarastra’s anger
is released (samutsyjya)®” and his mind is filled with sorrow at thinking he killed the Pandava, but
Krsna reveals that Bhima lives and scolds the king for supporting Duryodhana who was
rightfully avenged by Bhima for assaulting Draupadi.?® As we’ve seen in all these examples in
this section, Anger is often equated and metaphorically described as fire, but this comparison
clarifies that anger must be experienced and acted upon at the right time by those whose
actions and intentions are deemed dharmically proper much like a yajiia must be performed at
the astronomically-determined proper moment. It is this notion of dharmically-ordained or

mandated acts of burning that I turn to in this next section.

8§87 Yuddha as Yajiia

asmakam sena avatiu pra yutsu | |
Indra asam neta brhaspatir-
daksina yajiiah pura etu somah |
devasenanamabhibhaiijatinam

9 MBh. 11.11.13-14: quite literally a “forest consisting of Bhima.”
dustatma bhimamanvaicchaddidhaksuriva pavakah

9 MBh, 1.214-219

97 MBh. 11.11.21

sa tu kopam samutsrjya gatamanyur mahamanah |

ha ha bhimeti cukros$a bhuyah sokasamanvitah | |

9% MBh. 11.12
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Jayantinam maruto yantvagre | | TS 4.6.4.1h
Let our army be in the front of the battle,
Let Indra, Brhaspati, the gift-offering (daksina),
the yajia, and Soma go in front.
Let the victorious Maruts at the front lead

the divine armies which cause destruction.

A few particular sections of the Santi Parvan emphasize the important role the Brahmins
play in the performance and sponsorship of yajiias, and sacrifice’s relationship with warfare. The
focus here seems to be on the necessity of close ties between Brahmins and Ksatriyas.
Yudhisthira’s all-consuming grief is therapeutically managed by Bhisma’s patient lectures on far-
ranging topics related to the king’s dharmic responsibilities, slowly convincing the new king that
he should set aside his grief and any thoughts of becoming a forest-dwelling renunciate. He must
rule the kingdom which he and his brothers rightfully won in war. Early on in Book 12, the four
Pandavas and Draupadi seem fed up with Yudhisthira’s failure to fulfill his regal duties and each
lecture him with various accounts and anecdotes of past rulers. Bhima rebukes Yudhisthira,
asking what the point of the whole war was if he wouldn’t assume kingship.?? Arjuna tells the
story of brahmins who became forest-dwelling renunciates only to meet Indra who tells them to
return home and fulfill their duties as householders.!0 Nakula explains that the fulfillment of the
householder rituals constitutes a form of renunciation in itself that doesn’t require abandoning
one’s family. He urges Yudhisthira to adhere to ksatriya dharma and reign.!?! Sahadeva agrees
with his twin, adding that the king must not only conquer the world but also enjoy the fruits of
his labor.!92 Draupadi, who by this point in the epic has repeatedly demonstrated her deep

knowledge of Ksatriya dharma, makes the economic argument of reminding her husband that

99 MBh. 12.10
100 MBh. 12.11
101 MBh. 12.12
102 MBh. 12.13
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the warrior’s dharma differs from the Brahmin’s and that the latter relies on the king’s gifts
(daksina) after officiating sacrifices.!%3 Arjuna’s argument is on societal order and reminds
Yudhisthira that the king’s means for maintaining and establishing dharma is the danda, the
king’s scepter and the punitive rod of justice; kings must vanquish their enemies and mete out
justice to their subjects.!0%

Throughout Book 12, Yudhisthira continues arguing his case for abandoning kingship to
become a renunciate, continuing to learn more about specific aspects of kingship from Bhisma.
Bhisma reiterates the importance of performing ygfias and maintaining the societal structure that
allows brahmins to perform those ygiias. He recommends keeping a virtuous brahmin as the
household priest to bring the greatest benefit to the king and his kingdom, and presents an
account of the Purusa Sukta (RV 10.90) to make his point that the Brahmins are responsible for
protecting dharma while the Ksatriya’s dharma is to protect people with the danda.'® The
necessity for this close relationship between the brahmin and ksatriya is further emphasized in
12.98, where Bhisma reiterates that the ksatriya who fights on behalf of brahmins engages in a
great self-sacrifice and is thus absolved of his sin (papa).

Bhisma lists three actions that purify the king: 1) by punishing (nigrahena) the wicked, 2) by
undertaking sacrifices, and 3) by giving gifts (ygjfiairdanaih).'°° Furthermore, because the king takes
on the risk of dying in battle, he is compared to the yipa sacrificial post to which the animal
sacrifice (pasu) was tied with a rope (712.98.9-10):

sa sarvayqiiarryjano rayathabhayadaksinaih |

103 MBh. 12.14

104 MBh. 12.15

105 MBh. 12.73

106 MBh. 12.98.3

bhisma waca |

mgrahena ca papanam sadhinam pragrahena ca |
ygfiairdanaisca r@ano bhavanti sucayo'malah | |
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anubhityeha bhadrani prapnotindrasalokatam | |

brahmanarthe samutpanne yo'bhinihsrtya yudhyate |

atmanam yiapamucchritya sa yajiio nantadaksinah | |

The king performs all the sacrifices and gives fearlessness as a gift-offering.

Having experienced prosperity, he reaches Indra’s realm.

Having arisen, when he advances to fight for the sake of brahmins,

He erects himself as the sacrificial post (yupa) and his y@jiia produces infinite daksina.

Just as the Brahmin performs his duties seated by the sacrificial altar (vedi) the ksatriya engages in
a sacrificial rite on the battlefield. As the yipa, the king stands at the center of the entire sacrificial
rite, connecting the earthly and the heavenly realms. It is to him that the all-important animal
sacrifice (pasu) 1s tied — he must slay it. As a warrior performing all the sacrifices (sarvayaiiairijano)
and engaging in the necessary warfare, the king gives the brahmins and all his subjects the
ultimate daksina of fearlessness (abhaya). This opens a much longer and detailed discussion in
12.99 of ways in which the components of the y@jiia and the sacrificial arena have correlates in
the military context which I've presented in two charts below.

In this adhyaya, Bhisma recounts a conversation between Indra and King Ambarisa to
teach Yudhisthira what realms (loka-s) warriors attain after dying in war. Indra explains that
warriors who perform the samgrama-ygjia’?’ (the sacrifice of war) or the yuddha-ygjiia’ %% attain the
highest realms. King Ambarisa asks Indra what things in battle equate to the oblations (havih),
ghee (@ya) offerings, the gift to the priest (daksina), and the officiating priests (rtvgas) — the four

most fundamental components of any ygia. Indra provides a catalog of sacrificial terminologies

and their equivalents on the battlefield, dividing it between two metaphors. The first part

107 MBh. 12.99.12

indra woaca |

etasya vitatastata sudevasya babhiva ha |
samgramayqjiah sumahanyascanyo yudhyate narah | |
108 MBH. 12.99.13

samnaddho diksitah sarvo yodhah prapya camamukham |
yuddhayajiiadhikarastho bhavatity vimiscayah | |
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(12.99.15-29) captured in Table 1 is the description of the sacrificial altar and the ved?, where the
tri-directional fires, the ladles, priests, and the various offerings are equated to different types of
weapons, groups of warriors, battle cries, and animals. The passage builds from the various parts
of the sacrificial arena and the preparation for the yuddha-yajiia to the actual slaughter and
bloodshed.!% The metaphor then switches to that of a river (12.99.30-34) charted in Table 2,
where the heaps of dead warriors and the blood pouring from their bodies is likened to that of a
surging river like the Ganges with its cleansing properties, perhaps alluding to the end of the epic
when the parade of slain warriors emerges from the Ganga’s waters.!'? The warrior who
immerses himself in that river of blood, flesh, hair and bones goes to the highest realm (paramam
gatim).!'! Thus, the warrior who dies in action never needs to be ritually purified after death or
cleansed. Yudhisthira, who repeatedly tries to abandon the warrior’s life for that of the brahmin’s
is re-assured that a warrior can attain the same level of liberation through dharmically proper
and mandated, necessary violence that an ascetic can through non-violence (@himsa) and urged to

not feel guilt about the Pandavas’ actions.

Table 1 — The Yajiia as Battlefield

Sacrifice - Yajiia Battlefield - Yuddha

rlvyah Elephants

adhvaryu Horses

havih (oblations) Enemy flesh

ajya (ghee) Blood of war dead

srucah (ladles) Spears, javelins, swords, spikes, axes
sruva mahan (big ladle) Yellow straight arrows

sadasyah (spectators) Jackals, vultures, crows

109 The most detailed study of warfare as the yajiia remains Hiltebeitel’s 1990 study, where on p.318 he also
documents the use of ranayajiia (5.57.12, 5.154.4) and sastrayajiia (5.139.29); Reich 2001, 145 further develops
Hiltebeitel’s discussion and cites another instance of yuddhayajiia in MBh. 18.2.2. She goes on to link this concept with
the vratyas’ practice of saitra rites in the Khandava Forest and as an agonistic sacrificial practice regionally specific to
the Kurupancala region (p. 147-148); Parpola in Staal 1983, Vol. 2, 47 notes that in the Baudh. Sr. Sa. 18.26, we
are told that the Kuru brahmins went on an expedition against the Paficalas, perhaps hinting at an earlier strain of
the epic’s plot, but says that this region remains the “core area of Vedism.”

110 MBh. 15.40-44: Ganga’s bookending the epic as the source of the Kuru clan through Bhisma’s birth and the
waters in which the dead reside after liberation serves as yet another instance of circularity in this epic paralleling
that of Agni’s which we are discussing here and merits further investigation.

11 MBh. 12.99.40
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sphya (sticks for stirring the sacrifice)

Swords with tiger fur scabbards and ivory handles)

vasu (prize / reward)

Blazing spears, battle axes made of iron and steel

parnahutih

Blood flowing to ground

sama hymns

Vanguard of army shouting cut / slice (chindhi blindhi)

havirdhanam Vanguard of enemy army
Syenacitah Armored elephants and horses
yiipa made of khadira wood - 8 sided Headless body standing

1da (goddess in the sacrifice) Goaded elephant screams
vasatkdra — exclamation used when offering oblations Palms slapping

trisama (triple Saman) sung by udgatr

Battle drum

darbha grasses strewn across altar area

Heads of enemies, necks of horses and elephants

Painisala — wife’s quarters

Enemy vanguard

havirdhanam (oblation storage area)

King's troops

sadas (sacrificial enclosure to East)

Soldiers to the south

Agnidhra — priest accompanying Brahman priest

Soldiers to the north

Vedr of the yajiia where the 3 sacrificial fires are burning
and they are the 3 Vedas (vedastrayo 'gnayah)

Space between two vyiha-s (battle formations)

Table 2 — The River as Battlefield

River War

Turtles and frogs Heaps of javelins and drums
Stones Bones

Boats on the river Swords and shields

Moss / weeds Hair

River fording spot (samkrama)

Broken chariots / corpses of elephants and horses

Cane Bushes Banners

Alligators Dead elephants

Fish, vultures, herons cranes Spear, swords, flags

Nadr (river) avabhrtham (final bath after mahayajia)

While the tables provide a convenient way to quickly see the correlations made, charting Table 1

onto a diagram of the sacrificial arena used for the Agnicayana Soma rite further aids our

understanding of the direction in which the yajiia is spread (tanoti). In Figure 1, we see that the

yupa signifying the king/general is placed at the Eastern end of the enclosure and that all his

troops move Westward until they reach the Vedi and the three sacred fires. In the Pracinavamsa

(the Old Hall), the king’s troops meet the enemy vanguard advancing Fastward from the

Patnisala (Wife’s Hall). That the two armies meet in the space housing the triple-fire and ved7

further supports Reich’s reading of the yajiia as possibly being agonistic in origin.!!?

112 Cf. footnote 103.
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Figure 1. Diagram of the Sacrificial arena with Yuddha-Yajiia Components

(Image adapted from Staal 1983 Vol. 1, p. 718-719)

This section provides some of the strongest evidence for this paper’s argument that Agni is the

Vedic deity who commands a central role in the epic, punctuating its beginning, middle, and

end. Agni and his fiery imagery related to anger and military prowess are a constant throughout

the epic, and Draupadi constantly tries to stir anger in her husbands, hoping they’ll take action in

accordance with their ksatriya dharma and avenge her. Just as Draupadi argues that the only

way for enmity between the cousins to end 1s through the successful conclusion of the war, the

metaphor of the yuddhaygjiia also suggests the theme of completion; only when the enemy is slain

according to the dharmic laws of warfare will the ritual be deemed successfully completed, and

the officiant and his brahmins gain their rewards.

Following Yudhisthira’s arguments for clemency, Bhisma also explains that the warrior
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must never trust his enemy because the risk of an attack is an ever-present reality in their
realpolitik-driven world. He explains this principle using the story of King Brahmadatta and
Pujani, the dharma-conscious Jivajivaka bird that lived in his palace. Pajani raises her son along
with the prince, feeding them both fruits that she’d fly out and collect, but as the boy grows older,
he takes the baby bird and kills it out of jealousy. Pujant pecks the boy’s eyes out in revenge,
saying that no one should ever trust a ksatriya. The king tries to convince her that the two of
them are even now, having harmed each other’s offspring, and that she should stay in the palace,
but Pajani explains to the king that one can never trust the other party once an injury has been
committed. The five sources of enmity (vairam paficasamutthanam) that she lists all, rather
unsurprisingly, apply to the Pandavas’ own situation leading to the war: caused by women, born
from property, things said, rivalries, and offenses against others.!!3 She, too, uses the metaphor of
fire to describe the rage hidden deep inside an individual when there is a cause for enmity, saying
that it 1s like the fire hidden deep inside a piece of wood: it can flare up at any time given just a
little friction or a spark.''* Just like Aurva’s fire burning at the bottom of the ocean, the fire of
enmity (vairdgnz) 1s not pacified (s@myate) without destroying one party or the other (samyatyadagdhva
vina hyekataraksayat).''> Avenging one’s enemies is particularly beneficial when also protecting
brahmins who must be revered, honored, and protected like one’s ancestors (MBh. 13.33.6 te
pagyaste namaskaryaste raksyah pitaro yatha). When brahmins prosper, the kingdom likewise does, but
if disrespected, the brahmin’s anger (kopa) can burn everything. Though they lack manyu, which

seems to be solely a ksatriya quality, a brahmin’s anger is fueled by his luminous energy (fgas).

113 MBh. 12.137. 39:

vairam paficasamutthanam tacca budhyanti panditah |

strikrtam vastuam vagiam sasapainaparadhajam | |

n.b. I read strikrtam as an adjective modifying vazram, giving it the meaning I use above.
114 MBh. 12.137.40c

channam samtisthate vairam giidho ‘gniriva darusu | |

115 MBh. 12.137.42
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Nothing can pacify the angry brahmin’s unending rage, burning like Agni’s s2ha (hair) and
spreading in all directions through the forest.!'® We are reminded again of the burning of the
Khandava Forest early in the epic; once Agni desires something, he rages until wholly consuming
it. The warrior’s manyu for restoring dharma for the brahmins’ sake must mirror this.!!”
Throughout the epic, we are shown how fire and its associated masculine, psycho-
physiological material essence of #gas produce fearsome warriors and the destructive capabilities
of brahmins. In an instance where tgas fertilizes tgas (MBh. 13.83.53: tgjasteasi) with devastating
effects and produces offspring without the involvement of a mortal woman’s womb, the created
beings are radiant and violent warriors just as we saw with the yajiia that created Draupadi and
Dhrstadyumna. Their births from the vedi resemble that of Kumara-Skanda, which results from
Siva’s semen falling into Agni, described as fgjas combining with fgas.!'® Here, the extremely
energy-laden embryo is placed in the River Ganga to gestate and named pavak: (fire’s child)'9:

sa tu garbho mahateja gangeyah pavakodbhavah |

dwyam Saravanam prapya vavrdhe'dbhutadarsanah | |

But Ganga’s greatly luminous (mahatea) embryo was generated from Pavaka (Agni)
Having reached a thick thicket of reeds, it grew to have a wondrous appearance.

The story of Kumara’s birth also praises Agni as the ultimate creator deity (sarvabhavanah) who

116 MBh 13.33.7-9

abhicarairupayaisca daheyurapi tejasa |

nhsesam kupitah kuryurugrah satyaparakramah | |

nantamesam prapasyami na disascapyapavrtan |

kupitah samudiksante davesvagnisikha wa | |

vidyantesam sahasika gundstesamativa hi |

kapa iwa trnacchanna visuddha dyaurivapare | |

117 Srinivasan 1983, 548-549 notes that Agni and Rudra share a dual nature of being very generous to those who
propitiate them while being capable of cosmically destructive rage, and cites Tautt. Sam. 5.5.7.4 where Agni is said to
be equivalent to Rudra.

118 MBh. 13.83.53

latpapata tada cagnau vavrdhe cadbhutopamam |

lejastejasi samprktamekayonitvamagatam | | 53

119 MBh.13.84.75
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along with Siva was not cursed by Uma with sterility.!?° Described as a heap of energy
(tegorasih)'?' Agni is sought out as the god who is able to destroy all fears, and is capable of going
everywhere (MBh. 13.84.17: sarvagah). Similarly, his offspring Kumara is capable of destroying all
those who cause fear in others and those who are enemies of the gods.

These qualities resonate with the three Agni-born Pancalan children who constantly
clamor for the total destruction of the Kauravas and restoration of rightful kingship.!?2 Sikhandi
defeats, or at least permits Arjuna to defeat Bhisma in battle, Dhrstadyumna kills Drona to
avenge Drupada’s humiliation, and throughout the epic Draupadi repeatedly urges her husbands
to kill the Kauravas to avenge her repeated assaults. The three fire-born Paficalans seem to agree
with Pujani that enmities can only be managed with the utter destruction of one’s foes, and

without their actions, there would not have been a prospect of peace.

8§88 Ahimsa as an Amsa of Peace

sam no vatah pavatam matarisva sam nastapatu siryah |
ahani Sam bhavantu nassam ratrih prati dhiyatam |
Samusa no vyacchatu samaditya udetu na | TA 4.42

Peace - Let the Matari$va wind cleanse us;
Peace — Let the Sun warm us;

Peace — Let there be Day for us;
Peace — Let the night be held off;
Peace — Let the dawn gape for us;

Peace — Let the Sun rise for us;

A lengthy scholarly discourse on this peace in Indic literature precedes this article, but

120 MBh. 13.83.51-54; 13.85 relates the tale of Siva in the form of Varuna, the sea god, performing a yajiia and
produced the children of Agni (Angiras), Varuna (Bhrgu), and Brahma (Kavi).

121 MBh. 13.84.18

122 MBh. 13.84.10

astrenamoghapatena $aktya tam ghatayisyati |

yato vo bhayamutpannam ye canye surasatravah
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here I respond to an article on ancient Indian conceptions of peace that concludes the following:

In one sentence, it means that Indian antiquity has produced no credible ideas about
political peace. This may look surprising in a civilization in which mental peace played
such an important role. Mental peace is central in Buddhism and in many manifestations
of Brahmanism...Human society, even in periods of political peace, was often rejected as
not conducive to mental peace.!?

This applies philosophical discussions of peace directly to political discourse, thereby rendering
the two completely incompatible. Instead, we suggest that mental and political peace were
mextricably linked and that ancient Indian conceptions of peace included both 1n its definition,
something which Bhisma makes a point of teaching Yudhisthira. After the war concluded,
Yudhisthira looked to Bhisma lying on his bed of arrows for guidance on coping with the mental
anguish caused by war. Their conversation makes up the San#i Parva, or the “Section on Peace”
where, among many things, Bhisma teaches the Pandavas about santi (peace) (12.168-169). Santi
refers to the king’s peaceful mental state which is reflected in his kingdom’s political stability.
This understanding of $anti connects with the 9% century CE critic-poet Anandavardhana’s
discussion of the epic’s overall emotional state as that of santarasa. He suggests that the futility of
war as depicted in this epic should lead readers to become disenchanted with the material realm
since they attain their goals by sustaining great losses. Sullivan also suggests that self-willed
deaths, like the interconnected deaths of Amba and Bhisma, highlight the futility of the
acquisitive mode of life, and promote that of the renouncer.'?* He allegorically reads the central
message as one telling audiences to focus on transcendental goals.!?> Notwithstanding arguments

about the Kasmiri critic’s relative proximity to the text in comparison to us, one might argue that

123 Bronkhorst. (2016). Thinking about Peace in Ancient India. In Peace in the Ancient World (pp. 67-97). John
Wiley & Sons, Inc. p. 88.

124 Sullivan 2006, 64, 72

125 Sullivan 2011, 3
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Santarasa applies better to book 12 than to the entire epic. It is in this section that Bhisma
teaches that without a calmed mind, the king cannot be just or successfully fulfill the other duties
requires of him. Richard Salomon claims that san#z in the MBh. is used to refer solely to mental
peace, but our discussion demonstrates that mental and political peace are closely inter-related, if
not inter-dependent concepts. 26

The intent of Bhisma’s discourse to Yudhisthira is twofold. The first is to shift the king’s
mental state after the devastating war from grieving to level-minded clarity. Since Yudhisthira
was leading the Pandavas, he was driven by violence to defeat the Kauravas and become king —
but this was dharmically required of him and asked of him by Draupadi. Though the war ends,
the violent and disturbed mental state of the survivors must be pacified to permit the transition to
peacetime. Yudhisthira is wracked with guilt over the war’s destruction and seeks guidance to
restore his own mental peace to restore peace in the kingdom, saying (MBh.12.7.31-33):

so'smakam vairapuruso durmantripragraham gatah |

duryodhanakrte hyetatkulam no vinipatitam |

avadhyanam vadham krtoa loke praptah sma vacyatam | |

kulasyasyantakaranam durmatim papakarinam |

raya rastresvaram krtoa dhrtarastro'dya socati | |

hatah Sarah krtam papam visayah svo vinasitah |

hatva no vigato manyuh soko mam rundhayatyayam | |

An enemy of ours, a hostile person, took control through evil advisor. Indeed, because of
Duryodhana, our family has been destroyed. We have committed the slaying of those
who should not have been killed, and now we have earned reproach in the world. The
king Dhrtarastra now grieves, having made that evil-minded, sinful Duryodhana—who
has been the end of this family — the lord of the kingdom. The brave warriors are slain,

sin has been done, our land has been destroyed. Even after killing (our enemies), our rage

126 Salomon, R. (2007). Ancient India: Peace Within and War Without. In War and Peace in the Ancient World,
K.A. Raaflaub (Ed.). p. 59
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(manyu) has not departed — this grief overcomes me.

It 1s recognized that violent conflict resolution will not serve the king in restoring a peaceful
kingdom, and he can only rule when his mind is in a state of san#i. Second, an important
component of the coronation rituals is the sant: rite to pacify the king from his state of manyu to
$amam through abhiseka, or a ritual bath.'?” Bhisma urges Yudhisthira to establish mental sant
with the larger goal of restoring peace to the post-war kingdom. Thus, Bhisma’s emphasis on
psychological peace has very real consequences for the possibility of political peace, particularly
since Yudhisthira wishes to abdicate the throne and become a forest-dwelling ascetic. For
Bhisma, afumsa, or nonviolence, 1s a critical component of a good ruler’s character. War is a last
resort and a peaceful state, where laws adhere to dharma is ideal for producing peace. The Santi
Parva urges the king to tolerate differences by maintaining a peaceful mental state, upholding
dharma, and practicing akimsa. Thus, even in a situation in which the Pandavas are dharmically
required to go to war, they are warned against warfare as the first-choice solution.

How then does ahumsa apply to the sacrificial context of the yuddha-ygiia? Tull, Following
Schmidt (1968) suggests that the notion of ahimsa originates from the Vedic sacrificial rites which
are highly cognizant of avoiding injuries to all those involved in the ygiia, including the pasu itself,
which is killed through suffocation rather than bloodshed.!?8 Bhisma’s argument for non-violence
is not as extreme as that of the Jainas, but of course as a ksatriya whose dharma requires punitive
justice, it cannot be. Nevertheless, the aged warrior urges Yudhisthira to live by akimsa for

personal happiness and presents him with a version of the “golden rule.”!?? In the next section

127 McGrath 2017, 65 note 65 discusses this sacred sprinkling of water in greater detail as an act that initiates the
king into office. Both the abhuseka and rajasiya are associated with Soma rites and appear to have developed in the late
Vedic period. ’

128 Tull 1996, 224; Whether the origins of ahimsa lie in Vedism or Sramana movements is heavily debated, most
recently by Dickstein 2024, who argues for later Brahmanical integration of Jaina notions of akimsa.

120 MBh. 13.114
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(13.115) Bhisma explains vegetarianism is an important aspect of ahimsa, saying that all humans
should refrain from harming animals.

The Pancalans are as hellbent on war as the Pandavas (except perhaps Bhima, at times)
are for peaceful resolution and even submission to Duryodhana. Following the end of the war,
and the night raid (Sauptika Parva), Yudhisthira’s mind is unrestful and grief-stricken from the
violence, preventing him from taking up the kingship as expected of him. Bhisma’s speeches from
his bed of arrows teach the new king that the king’s dharma expects him to develop expertise
(kovida) in both war (vigraha) and peace (samdhi).'*° Brhaspati, the chief household priest of the gods
is also present and says that he’ll outline six doors to Dharma'3!, among which the best is non-
violence (ahimsa) (MBh. 13.114.1-2):

yudhisthira woaca |

ahimsa vaidikam karma dhyanamindriyasamyamah |

tapo'tha gurususriisa kim sreyah purusam prati | |

brhaspatiruvaca |

sarvanyetani dharmasya prthagdvaran: sarvasah |

Sru samkirtyamanani sadeva bharatarsabha | |

Yudhisthira said, “Non-violence (ahimsa), the rites of the Vedas, action (karma), meditation,
controlling the senses, austerities, or serving the teacher? What is best for a man??
‘Brihaspati said, “All of these are entirely different doors to dharma. Listen, O Bull of the
Bharatas, I will describe all six.”

He goes on to explain that non-violence and reticence in using the danda against other living
beings is the best way to ensure happiness after death (MBh. 13.114.5):

alimsakan: bhitan: dandena vinthanti yah |

130 MBh. 12.118.10

yuktacaram svavisaye samdhivigrahakovidam |

rajfiastrivargavetiaram paurgjanapadaprivam || 10 | |

One who has proper conduct within his own domain, is skilled in peace and war, knowledgeable of the three pursuits
of life, and beloved by both the city-dwellers and the countryside citizens.

131 MBh. 13.114.1
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atmanah sukhamanvicchanna sa pretya sukhi bhavet | |
He who harms non-violent beings with the rod for the sake of his own satisfaction will be
happy after death.

Though, one wonders whether the karmaphala of such actions will actually produce any happiness
even in the next life. At the end of Bhisma’s teachings, Yudhisthira is convinced to return to
Hastinapura, being reassured that if he rejoices in the warrior’s dharma (ksatradharmaratah) and
honors the ancestral spirits and gods (pitindevamsca) that he shall attain the highest good. He’s told
to let go (vyetu) of the jparah (fever) of his mind (manasah), that is his grief.!3? Thus, it seems that
after experiencing an injury, an individual can pursue two possible paths as outlined by

Yudhisthira and Draupadi:

Manyu — Yuddha / Vigraha
Rage War / Discord

D‘a\)?a&

M KOpa / Kr Odha —
/ Anger

y\ —)

Duhkha
Sorrow

Ksama Samam — Santi / Samdhi

ud, Forgiveness Calm Peace / Concord

"Dhjsgy, ira
Q%%
)

Even after all the bloodshed is over, driven by Draupadt’s fiery rhetoric (who was now pacified),

Yudhisthira’s mind remains agitated by great grief. So much so that Bhisma orders him twice in
just the space of four slokas to dispel (vpetu) his mental jarah, a term that can mean fever, affliction,

or illness.'3% The use of jyarah here recalls the earlier account in 12.274 where Yudhisthira is told

132MBh. 13.152.7-8

ksatradharmaratah partha pitindevamsea tarpaya |

Sreyasa yoksyase cawa vyetu te manaso joarah || 7 | |

rafjayasva prajah sarvah prakrith parisantvaya |

suhrdah phalasatkarairabhyarcaya yatharhatah || 8 | |

O Partha! Remain engaged in the dharma of ksatriyas and satisfy the ancestors and the gods. With your mental
anxiety (jvarah) dispelled, engage in what is beneficial. Delight all your people and pacifying your mind. Honor your
well-wishers with respect and awards as is appropriate.

133 MBh. 13.152.5

wvaca cainam madhuram tatah samtanavo nrpah |
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of Agni’s division into different portions of fire that are embodied as different types of fevers in
living things, and humans are afflicted by the illness at birth, death, and in the middle of life,
which seems to be the one plaguing Yudhisthira now.!3* The most terrible of these joara-s is
known as t¢gas, rather interestingly connecting the fiery mental state of an angered warrior with
the illness that is a manifestation of Siva’s rage. Once again, we find Agni and Siva linked as they
were in the narrative of Kumara’s birth.

But eventually, Bhisma decides that the time for attaining moksa has come, and
Yudhisthira’s mind returns to its natural state (prakrtim apannah), though the word choice of
prakrtim referring to his “natural state” here seems deliberate.!35 Yudhisthira, as we see
throughout the epic, seems to possess the character of an ascetic renouncer more than that of a
ksatriya, so we are left wondering if these hundreds of chapters of discourse served any purpose at
all in changing Yudhisthira’s character. At the very beginning of the 14 Parvan, Yudhisthira
sinks to the ground in grief when he meets Dhrtarastra and Gandhari after the final rites for
Bhisma are concluded.!3% Krsna and even Dhrtarastra himself tell Yudhisthira to toughen up and
stop grieving, while Vyasa complains that all the attempts to instruct Yudhisthira on dharma
have been in vain. Yudhisthira’s grief'is finally pacified through Krsna’s discourse in 14.13, and
he takes up the kingdom as is required of him (14.14.6-7):

prasantacetah kauravyah svar@pyam prapya kevalam |

vyasam ca naradam cawa tamscanyanabravinnrpah | |

pravisasva puram r@anyyetu le manaso joarah | |

Then the king, who was Santanu’s son, spoke these sweetly, “O King, enter the city and let your mental affliction
(jvarah) be dispelled.

13412.274

135 MBh. 13.152.2

rajanprakriimapannah kururao yudhisthirah |

sahito bhratrbhih sarvaih parthwaiscanuyayibhih

O King, the Kuru King Yudhisthira, having returned to his natural state (prakrtim),

was accompanied by all his brothers and all his allied kings.

136 MBh. 14.1
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asvasito'ham pragorddhairbhavadbhirmunipumgavaih |

na saksmamapt me kimcidvyaltkamiha vidyate | |

Having obtained only his own kingdom, Kouravya’s mind was tranquil. The king spoke
to Vyasa, Narada and the others, “I have been comforted by you, the elders and foremost
sages. There doesn’t seem to be the slightest bit of affliction (vpalika) left in me.

Thus, Yudhisthira rules quite happily for 36 years and the Pandavas finally enjoy the fruits of
their labor and status, but Yudhisthira eventually decides that the time for him to abdicate the
throne has arrived. With all of Draupadi’s biological sons dead, the Pandavas coronate Pariksit,
Arjuna’s grandson by Abhimanyu and Uttara. Abhimanyu’s own parentage is not through
Draupadi, but rather through Krsna’s sister Subhadra, meaning that Draupadr’s offspring and
the Pancalans never inherit the throne, but the Yadavas do. As the Pandavas now begin their
journey to the Himalayas to live as renunciates, they are confronted by Agni who demands

something of them once more.

§9 From Agni to Agni

agninvo’gnibhyo justanproksami | BSS 10.27
I sprinkle beloved Agni with Agnis.

Agni appears in the epic one last time as the Pandavas, Draupadi, and their newly
adopted dog travel East after Yudhisthira abdicates the throne to Pariksit. Agni asks Arjuna to
return the Gandiva bow to its source now that it has served its purpose (MBh. 17.33-43):

agnim te dadrsustatra sthitam Sailamivagratah |
margamavrtya tisthantam saksatpurusavigraham | | 33 | |
tato devah sa saptarcih pandavanidamabravit |

bho bho pandusuta virah pavakam mam vibodhata || 34 | |
yudhisthira mahabaho bhimasena paramtapa |
arjunasvisutau virau nibodhata vaco mama | | 35 | |
ahamagnih kurusrestha maya dagdham ca khandavam |
arjunasya prabhavena tatha narayanasya ca || 36 | |

ayam vah phalguno bhrata gandwam paramayudham |
parityajya vanam yatu nanenartho'sti kascana | | 37 | |
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cakraratnam tu yatkrsne sthitamasinmahatmant |

gatam tacca punarhaste kalenaisyati tasya ha | | 38 | |
varunadahrtam paroam mayaitatparthakaranat |
gandwam karmukasrestham varunayaia diyatam | | 39 | |
tataste bhratarah sarve dhanamjayamacodayan |

sa jale praksipattattu tathaksayyau mahesudht || 40 | |
tato'gnirbharatasrestha tatrawantaradhiyata |

yayusca pandava virastataste daksinamukhah || 41 | |
tataste tittarenaiva tirena lavanambhasah |
Jagmurbharatasardila disam daksinapascimam || 42 | |
tatah punah samavritah pascimam disameva te |
dadrSurdvarakam capi sagarena pariplutam | | 43 | |

They saw Agni standing before them, like a mountain. He stood there, barring their way,
adopting a human form. The god with the seven flames addressed the Pandavas, “O, o,
Sons of Pandu, heroes, listen! Know me to be the Fire God. O Mighty-Armed
Yudhisthira! O Bhimasena, scorcher of enemies! O Arjuna and the heroic sons of the
Asvins, listen to my words. I am Agni, O Best of the Kurus, the Khandava forest was
burned by me using the extraordinary powers of Arjuna and of Narayana. This brother
of yours Phalguna, having cast aside the supreme weapon Gandiva, let him go to the
forest — there is no purpose in him going with it. The jewel-like chakra, which used to be
with the great-souled Krsna is gone, but when it is time, it will again appear in his hand.
For Partha’s sake, I had earlier brought Gandiva, the best among bows, from Varuna. It
should now be returned to Varuna.” At this, all the brothers urged Dhananjaya to
comply. He flung the bow into the water, together with the two great and inexhaustible
quivers. Then, Best of the Bharatas, it was as if Agni vanished right there. The brave
Pandavas now headed in a southerly direction, O Tiger of the Bharatas! They then went
by the northern shores of the salty waters, they proceeded in a southwestern direction.
Then, having turned around again, they went in the Western direction and saw Dvaraka
completely flooded by the Sea.

So why does Agni materialize asking for Arjuna’s bow on Varuna’s behalf — couldn’t Varuna
himself have appeared? We find that Rg Veda 4.1.2 provides one potential explanation that links
the two gods quite early on:

sa bhrataram varunam agna @ vavrtsva devam’ accha sumati yajiiavanasam Jyestham yajiiavanasam |
rtavanam adityam carsanidhrtam raanam carsanidhrtam | |
Agni, turn here to your brother Varuna, to the gods with your favor — to him who

yearns for sacrifice, your oldest (brother) who yearns for sacrifice, the truthful son of Aditi
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who supports the cultivators, the king who supports the cultivators.

This hymn dedicated to Agni highlights that they are a pair, and one which appears quite often,
second only to the pairing of Agni and Indra through the corpus.!37 Agni’s association with
Varuna changes throughout the the hymns since he is sometimes even said to be born from the
waters, or to transform throughout his life, beginning as Varuna and aging into Mitra when he’s
kindled.!?® In the evening, Agni becomes Varuna.!3? But this longstanding association does not
explain why Agni has come rather than Varuna, but as we’ve seen throughout this paper, Agni
plays a role in transformations and rebirths. The transformation that he mediates here is Arjuna’s
transition from the city-dweller to that of the mountain-dwelling renunciate, a sort of transition
between the varnasramas.

Here, Agni asks Arjuna to return the Gandiva, reminding him that way back in MBh.
1.214-219, he gifted Krsna the discus and Arjuna the Gandiva in order that they aid him in
warding off Indra’s rains that had prevented him from consuming the Khandava forest. Now
that the Pancalan camp and the Upapandavas were consumed by the fire set during the night
raid, and war-dead were cremated with the correct rituals by Yudhisthira, Agni has once again
consumed all that he is owed, much like he consumed the forest early on — note here too, a triplet
of fires like the householder’s three fires. The weapons he granted Krsna and Arjuna served their
purpose both then and later in the war, and they must be returned to their source.'* Agni grants
them as necessary for maintaining dharma in the world. Yudhisthira has abdicated the throne

and has begun the stage of his life where he is now a forest-dwelling renunciate, and Arjuna must

137 RV 2.1.3- 4 associates Agni with Indra, Varuna, and Mitra; Varenne 1977, 376-77 notes that Indragni appears 50
times in the Rg Veda because he serves a warlike function by burning foes and protecting those invoking him
through ritual; Sahgal 2015, 9 notes that both these deities are described as pinnacles of masculinity through
zoomorphic epithets related to the bull (vrsabha).

138 RV 5.3.1

139 AV 13.3.13

1490 MBh. 1.223 contains a reference to Agni’s ability to produce water, thereby linking him with Varuna in yet
another way.
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give up his bow to ensure that he will adopt the renunciate life as expected of him.

The epic 1s thus bookended and punctuated by Agni in various forms, whose presence
throughout the work motivates the violence necessary for the war to happen through his
offspring. But the text constantly reminds us that this violence, as long as it is dharmically proper,
1s an appropriate means of obtaining peace, and even equates yajiia with yuddha. While this
initially serves the immediate purpose of reassuring Yudhisthira that his violent actions won’t
prevent him from obtaining moksa, it simultaneously reaffirms an idealized Brahminical societal
order in which ksatriyas protect and pay brahmins for performing ya@jiias which enhance regal
powers and their subjects’ wellbeing. Agni’s central role in the work further emphasizes the epic’s
ideological impetus that the Ksatriyas and Brahmins are dharmically intertwined through the

yagiia. Herman Tieken interestingly suggests that we read Agni, Krsna, and Arjuna as a triad of
sacrificial patron accompanied by two assistants, further strengthening the sacrificial motifs
present in that scene. The transfer of wealth from the enemy to the king to the brahmin is a
central concern of the work in justifying warfare.

Even in the practice of giving daksina to the Brahmin, Agni is all three: Brahmin, gold,
and sacrificial flame. He 1s called Azranyaretas because of his ability to produce and emit golden
semen, whch is deposited deep in Vasumati!*!, or the Earth, and this gold is called Fataripa'*>.
Gold contains the essence of Agni and Soma (agnisomatmakam) and is thus purest of the pure
(pavitranam pavitra), making it a suitable gift for the Brahmins who kindle and tend Agni.'*® We are
also told that when Agni 1s not available, that gold can be substituted for the fire and that those

who know dharma donate gold, with this section explaining the type of liberation one gains

141 MBh. 13.84.74
142 MBh. 13.84.68
143 MBh. 13.84.80
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based on the time that he donates gold.!** Recalling the Khandava Forest encounter, we note
that Agni appears as a hungry Brahmin!* with a golden physical appearance described as
yellowish brown (karipinga), with the radiance of melted gold (prataptakanakaprabhah) and blazing
with luminous energy (fgjas) as if on fire (prajoalan wa).'*® The text is certainly not shy about telling

ksatriyas what to do with their hard-won war booty.

§10 Concluding Thoughts

Pancala served as home to Sikhandi, Pancali, and Dhrstadyumna without whom peace
through war would not have been possible. Pafical’s wedding to the Pandavas led to Yudhisthira
qualifying to ascend the throne and outed the brothers from hiding. Furthermore, Duryodhana’s
insult and command to disrobe Draupadi in his court after winning the dice game led to Bhima’s
vow to kill Duryodhana, a promise that comes to fruition after the end of the war. Paficali is not
the sole cause of the war, but rather motivates the Pandavas to defeat the Kauravas. Her brother
Sikhandi, presents the solution to the ongoing battle by helping Arjuna defeat Bhisma. Finally,
Draupadi’s twin brother Dhrstadyumna fulfills his fate and defeats Drona, the teacher of both
clans of cousins and the second most fearsome warrior after Bhisma. Thus, we find that alone,
the Pandavas would likely not have fought the war, but Draupadi’s constant reminders to fulfill
their ksatradharma forces them to fight. Thus, the possibility of peace through the Pandava victory
comes from Pancala.

Second, by focusing on Agni as the primary Vedic deity of the epic, I highlight two
aspects of the text that are crucial for understanding the positionality of this epic within the

broader network of Indic literature. First, in this period, defined by the changing religious

144 MBh. 13.85
145 MBh. 1.215.5
146 MBh. 1.214.30-31

35



Tejas S. Aralere
University of New Hampshire

landscape of South Asia with the strengthening of Buddhist and Jaina traditions which reject
Brahmanism, there is also a realignment of the Hindu pantheon with the growth in popularity of
a new group of gods that are related but separate from the Vedic ones. The Mahabharata shows
that Agni plays a central role in both shifts. First, while Krsna is the most active divine
protagonist throughout the poem, constantly interacting and manipulating events to help the
Pandavas win, his (and Arjuna’s) powerful weapons are a gift from Agni. Arjuna and Krsna only
come to have these weapons because of their veneration of Agni by allowing him to consume the
Khandava Forest. Second, this scene serves a didactic function, outlining the idealized, symbiotic
relationship between the brahmin and ksatriya classes in the face of a king (Yudhisthira) who
constantly seeks to abandon ksatriya dharma in favor of the brahmin renunciate.

Searching for Agni’s centrality in the epic results in the Agni-born Paficalan siblings
taking center stage through their marriage alliance with the Pandavas. Though she lacks tgas
since she is a woman, Draupad?’s fiery nature comes through in her constant goading the
Pandavas to action. All of these figures can be considered offspring of Agni, and I hope to have
shown how their fiery parentage manifests itself in their characteristics, albeit in different ways.
Draupadi’s unique position and role in goading on her husbands to fight throughout the epic also
raises the question of exactly who needs to be in a calm mental state for the war to truly
conclude: Yudhisthira or Draupadi? As a pair of spouses, the two could not be more different in
their responses to insults, giving Draupadi good reason to repeatedly seek out Bhima, who was
quick to anger and repeatedly avenged his wife. While many analyses of Draupadi have marked
her as a problematic or non-ideal wife when compared to Sita, our discussion suggests that she

was the ideal ksatriya wife because of her birth from Agni and her fiery psychological qualities
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inherited from him.!'%’

Thus, the Pancala-Pandava marriage alliance might also be read as a strengthening of ties
between Agni and the ksatriya class. Warriors rely on their innate fiery energy, tgas, to succeed in
battle, but their martial powers and the welfare of their subjects develop from venerating the
brahmins. Ksatriyas must sponsor yajhas and pay the brahmins for their services, but the text
goes one step further by developing the concept of the yuddha-ygia. Warriors who adhere to their
dharma can attain liberation through their actions just as the brahmins do through their ritual
actions. Without the alliance of brahmins and ksatriyas, there can be no peace.

The concept of peace in India differed from that of other ancient cultures because it
linked mental (fama) or philosophical peace with political peace (samdhi), which together created a
state of sant: for all. Ancient Romans and Greeks did not conceive of peace in this way. Seeking
linguistic cognates for the English word “peace” as a derivation of the Latin pax in the Indic
context fails to recognize the mandates of fulfilling one’s dharmic duties in pursuit of this political
peace. For the Pandavas, the right to kingship and key to political peace originated from Pancala,
but the guarantee of restoring the kingdom to peace, as Bhisma instructs Yudhisthira, could only

come after quelling the king’s — and queen’s — manyu and restoring their collective mental peace.

147 Sutherland 1989, 72-73 compares the two heroines; Kumar 2016, 165 suggests that Draupadi disrupts the
established social order in her repeated calls on her husbands to go to war, but one could argue that her speeches
and actions serve to strengthen and remind her husbands of their ksatriya dharma. I think this paper strengthens the
latter argument.
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