Queen Gāndhārī’s Mapping of the Battlefield through the Divine Eye: 
Reversing the Masculine Gaze and Affirming the Bodily Reality


Abstract 
This paper focuses on Queen Gāndhārī’s mapping of the battlefield in the “Book of the Women” (Strī Parva,). First, by providing an overview of the narrative placement of this book, I will show how Gāndhārī’s divine vision of the battlefield reverses the gaze from masculine prowess and callous heroism to the reality of destruction and pain as experienced by women. Second, Gāndhārī narrates her vision to Lord Kṛṣṇa, who stays silent. She disregards his call in the Bhagavad-Gītā’s call to rise above fleeting emotions; instead, she elevates feelings of joy and sorrow through the detailed description of the bodies of the dead. Gāndhārī’s lament affirms the value of the body and arouses concern over war and violence. Third, Gāndhārī reveals the cruel reality of the bodily dismemberment of the slain warriors and the unrestrained grief of the surviving women. Through the female divine sight, the Mahābhārata provides a new insight into the value of bodily existence, sensuality, and love—a perspective that has been brought up in contemporary writings and performances. Finally, I suggest that Yudhisthira’s episodes of dejection as well as the Anu Gītā—the so-called recapitulation of the Gītā by Kṛṣṇa to Arjuna in Book 14 (which neither resembles the original Gītā in structure nor content)—can be read as rectifying the machismo ethic of war. Kṛṣṇa conveys wisdom in both; however, in the Anu Gītā, he narrates the teaching through dialogues between different characters, not as the commanding god figure of the Bhagavad-Gītā. The narrative structure of the Anu Gita and its emphasis on the path of knowledge and non-slaughter can be viewed as a way to corroborate the wisdom of Gāndhārī.



 Draft Paper

I. Introduction
Within the Mahābhārata, the reader encounters the battlefield of the Kurukṣetra War through three characters, and in each instance, it is through their divine eyes (divya cakṣus). Primary access to the account of the battlefield and the war is through Saṁjaya, who was bestowed the divine eye by Vyāsa. Secondary access is through Arjuna, who was given the divine eye to see the cosmic vision of Kṛṣṇa on the battlefield. Arjuna feels dejected by witnessing his kinsmen arrayed against him. Kṛṣṇa persuades him through philosophical arguments and the revelation of his cosmic form, along with the battlefield and its dead warriors being devoured by Kṛṣṇa, to perform his warrior duty to kill, putting aside his familial emotions and any concern about the ensuing massacre. 
The third view of the field is surveyed by Queen Gāndhārī at the end of the fierce eighteen-day battle. She is the mother of a hundred sons, the Kauravas, all of whom have been killed in the war. Queen Gāndhārī acquires the power to see the battlefield because of the power of her penance as a devoted wife . Though sitting far from the site of the great battle, by means of her divine eye, Gāndhārī surveys the battlefield of Kurukṣetra—now reduced to a land filled with the dead bodies of once powerful warriors being consumed by vultures and jackals—and provides the women’s postwar perspective. Interestingly, in both Arjuna’s and Gāndhārī’s accounts of the battlefield, Lord Kṛṣṇa is the interlocutor. In his dialogue with Arjuna, he gives a sermon on many strands of the philosophy of disinterested action; however, in Gāndhārī’s description of corpses and cries, Kṛṣṇa is a silent listener to her vivid description of the reality of human suffering caused by war. 
In this paper, I analyze Queen Gāndhārī’s lament and her view of the battlefield in the “Book of the Women” (Strī Parva). In the first section, after providing an overview of the narrative placement of this book, I show that Queen Gāndhārī’s lamentation and monologue with Kṛṣṇa marks a shift from the epic’s exhilarating tones of glorifying the warrior power to the sentiments of somber loss and suffering. Through a close analysis of the text, the second section of the paper shows that Gāndhārī’s divine vision of the battlefield reverses the gaze from the masculine prowess of war and callous heroism to focus on the destruction and pain caused by this prowess. Through her divine eyes, Gāndhārī a) shows the dark side of masculine glory through the rarefied spectrum of emotions (rasas, literally essence or juices) and b) articulates the hellish suffering of women whose husbands are said to have attained heaven by doing the dharma of a warrior. 
The third section concentrates on how Queen Gāndhārī questions the kṣatriya dharma by directly confronting Kṛṣṇa. Gāndhārī’s shines the light on the suffering of women. From this vantage point, the glory of military power looks futile and fleeting. By drawing on the 21st-century feminist literary writings and artistic performances that question the righteousness of war, I argue that the voice of Queen Gāndhārī, as a mother and matriarch, puts a question mark on the justness of the Kurukṣetra war. It opens the way for future generations to consider justification for any war that results in death, loss, and the fracturing of communities. Furthermore, Yudhiṣṭhra’s postwar disillusionment corroborates Gāndhārī’s view of the catastrophe of the dharma yuddha (righteous war)—a war that was supposed to have brought the glory of justice and prosperity.
 The last section of the paper focuses on the Anu Gītā. I propose that Yudhiṣṭhira’s postwar guilt and the Anu Gītā—the so-called recapitulation of the Gītā by Kṛṣṇa to Arjuna in Book 14 (which resembles the original Gītā in neither structure nor content)—can be read as a text rectifying the machismo ethic of war. Kṛṣṇa conveys wisdom in both; however, in the Anu Gītā, he narrates the teaching through dialogues between different characters, but not as the commanding god figure of the Bhagavad-Gītā. The narrative structure of the Anu Gītā and its emphasis on the path of knowledge and non-slaughter can be viewed as a way of corroborating the wisdom of Gāndhārī. 

I. The Placement of Gāndhārī’s Lament: As a Bookend to the Great War

[bookmark: _Hlk4589092]Before analyzing Gāndhārī’s mapping of the battlefield, it is important to locate the "Book of Women" within the narrative structure of the Mahābhārata. This placement reveals the Mahābhārata’s movement from the glorification of the warrior ethic to musings on peace. The battlefield of the Kurukṣetra war is central to the Mahābhārata, the epic of the “Great War.” In this poem of about 100,000 verses and 18 books, the war is covered in 5 books—over 45,000 lines. In Book 6, the Bhagavad-Gītā ceremoniously commences the war. Standing in the middle of two armies, Arjuna faces the dilemma of the prospect of killing his own kinsmen on the battlefield, but he finds lucidity through Kṛṣṇa’s divine vision and his call to perform dharma, in this instance, his kṣatriya dharma to fight the war against his cousins. As soon as Arjuna takes up arms again (punareva), the great warriors of both sides shout with glee and blow their conches. 
The "Book of the Women" is placed on the other side of the battle, a bookend to the battle books, with the Bhagavad-Gītā on the one end, as it were. The “Great War” lasts eighteen days and ends only after the death of countless warriors, leaving women grieving and their lives in disarray. Here, Kṛṣṇa is a silent recipient of Gāndhārī’s vision of the reality of human suffering caused by the war. The Strī Parva is followed by the Śānti Parva (the Book of Peace), oriented toward dispelling Yudhiṣṭhira’s grief and guilt for having caused such great destruction and educating him in the art of kingship. At the beginning of the Śānti Parva, grief-stricken Yudhiṣṭhira sees nothing good in the war he and his brother had won. The elders, including Sage Vyāsa, make many efforts to placate Yudhiṣṭhira’s grief and encourage him to rule the kingdom.
Book 12, the Śānti Parva, contains 3 sub-books, and at 365 chapters, it is the longest book in the Mahābhārata. It contains Bhīṣma’s teaching to King Yudhiṣṭhira and is a repository of wisdom, rules of conduct, and guidance for governance and polity. In Book 13 (Anuśāsana Parva), Bhīṣma, lying on a bed of arrows, continues to give Yudhiṣṭhira further instructions until Bhīṣma chooses to take his last breath. Intriguingly, Book 14 (Aśvamedhika Parva) begins with Yudhiṣṭhira’s desire to go to the forest (gantu tapovanam) to atone for his violence toward his kinsmen and to find peace. Even after hundreds of pages of sermons, rules of governance, and didactic stories, Yudhiṣṭhira is not appeased. 
Book 14 also includes the Anu Gītā. Arjuna approaches Kṛṣṇa and asks to be reminded of the teachings of the Gītā, which he has forgotten. Whereas the Bhagavad-Gītā frames the war as a duty for Arjuna, the Anu Gītā steers the narrative away from the kṣatriya prowess. In the subsequent five books, the Mahābhārata does not glorify war; it meanders through the themes of renunciation, disenchantment toward pleasure, the materialization of Gāndhārī’s curse on Kṛṣṇa and the Yādavas, and the death of the great heroes, as well as questioning the concept of sacrifice—all of which are underlying themes in the Mahābhārata. Nevertheless, the beginning of the shift rests in Gāndhārī’s mapping of the post-war battlefield, which exposes the dark side of the war.

II. Gāndhārī’s Lament: Reversing the Gaze from Masculine Virility to Feminine Vulnerability
	The "Book of the Women" follows Sauptika Parva (the “Book of the Sleeping Warriors"). The latter book takes the violence of the war to its extreme and leaves the hearts of the reader pounding with bhāvās (emotions) of horror and disgust as they read of the most dreadful massacre of the sleeping warriors—mostly young men—during a night raid. On the night of the eighteenth day of the war, when Kauravas had been defeated, Aśvatthāmā decides to avenge his father Droṇa’s death. He invades the Pāṇḍavas’s camps in the middle of the night, breaking the rules of the war, and unleashes death’s fury on the slumbering warriors, including Druapadī’s sons, her brother, and other kinsmen. Saṁjaya recounts the event: “Droṇa’s son sent the mighty army of the Pāṇḍavas to the residence of the Lord of Death (Yama niveśanama)” (12.8.134). The war ends with the worst form of revenge and violence.
[bookmark: _Hlk3383144]The "Book of the Women" commences with the grief of Dhṛtarāṣṭra and the counseling of Vidura. The true account of human suffering caused by the war begins with Gāndhārī’s descriptions of the post-war battlefield. Her grief over the violence and suffering evokes rarified emotions of disgust, horror, and grief (bhībhatsa, bhaāanaka, and karuṇā) in the hearts of the listeners. At the end of the Kurukṣetra War, Queen Gāndhārī grieves, swept by the tempest of loss, in which all her one hundred sons and other loved ones have been killed. The countless accounts of the epic that glorified the battlefield of dharma (dharmakṣetra) and the warriors’ prowess appear meaningless when reading the vivid description of death on the battlefield through a woman’s eyes. 
	The war books (6-10), narrated through the perspective of Saṁjaya, glorify and anesthetize the reader to the carnage. Emily Hudson draws attention to the “battlefield looked beautiful trope” repeatedly used by Saṁjaya to describe the gruesome scene of dead bodies (Hudson 2012: 173). In his essay on the topic, James Earl calls this style an “aestheticizing” of death and blood: “There are scores of passages in the battle books that depict the horrible carnage of battle, i.e., decapitated corpses, bashed-out brains, blood-spurtings, death-spasms, spilled guts, rivers of gore, twitching severed limbs, etc., as sublimely beautiful” (Earl, unpublished essay, 2018). In Book 8, Saṁjaya describes the bloody scenes of slain body parts in an aesthetical style.
Then, with three razor arrows the Pandavas simultaneously served his arms that seemed like elephant trunks and his head, its face resembling a full moon…. Covered with the gilded arrows of Pritha’s son, that golden- armored elephant glowed like a mountain in the night as its plants and trees burn with a forest fire. (8.18.15)

Again…

At the earth scattered with faces adorned with beautiful earrings having the luster of the moon and stars, their beards neatly trimmed and appearing like full moons! At the earth covered with the faces of the lords of the earth that seemed like white lilies and lotuses! Look at it. (8.19.50)[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Adam Bowles, trans, Mahabharata, Book Eight, Karna, vol. 1 (New York University Presse and JJC Foundation, 2006).] 


Does the exuberance of heroism numb the warriors from the reality of pain and suffering caused by carnage? Does the machismo ethic numb them toward the grief of their loved ones?
[bookmark: _Hlk4590742]	In Gāndhārī’s account of the dead heroes reveals the dark side of heroism. (All the references are from Fitzgerald’s translation of Book 11). Her poetic depiction invokes many emotions—from courage to disgust and horror. As a work of poetry (even though it also falls in the category of itihāsa—history—the epic is mahākāvya and is highly poetic), the "Book of the Women" represents an intensified form of karuṇā, which intriguingly means both pathos and compassion. Gāndhārī’s monologue, directed toward Lord Kṛṣṇa, reveals various dimensions of carnage on the battlefield and reverses the gaze from masculine prowess to powerlessness in death and the pain of women. Thus, Gāndhārī’s view is put in stark relief against the exalting view of the Kurukṣetra War through the divine vision of Saṁjaya.
	Instead of glorifying the acts of heroes, Gāndhārī dwells on the cruel nature of death on the battlefield, which reduces all humans—irrespective of their status and age—to lifeless flesh: 
Those glorious heroes who used to lie upon couches, their limbs slathered with sandal-paste and aloe, now lie in the dust, and the vultures, jackals, and crows toss their ornaments aside while screeching their gruesome, horrid calls over and over (11.16.32). 

Gāndhārī contrasts the prewar and postwar realities. War has reduced the handsome men’s bodies to simple piles of flesh. Instead of the prowess of warriors, Gāndhārī underscores the powerlessness of the powerful in death: 
Mādhava, here is my son Vikarṇa, who was generally esteemed for being wise. He lies here on the ground cutdown by Bhima, who did this a hundred times… Vikarṇa lies in the middle of some elephants, like the sun encircled by dark blue storm clouds in the autumn. His large hand encased in a wrist guard, calloused from holding a bow, has somehow been mangled by the vultures trying to eat it. His poor wife tries to ward off the vultures eager for their meat. (11.19.1–4) 
[bookmark: _Hlk3385337]In her despair, Gāndhārī grieves the loss experienced by all women, not just her own, and she poignantly describes the cruelty of war, which consumes all warriors equally in the conflagration of violence.[footnoteRef:2] Guru Droṇa, who instructed all Kauravas and Pāṇḍavas in the finest martial arts, lies dead on the battlefield. [2:  Emily Hudson comments, “In her (Gāndhārī’s) concern for the sorrow of others while grappling with her own loss, she becomes a model for how one should respond to despair” (Hudson 2012: 145).] 

Look at Arjuna’s tutor and teacher… fallen there—Droṇa, the most excellent teachers of the Kurus. Jackals drag away his two holy feet that were honored by hundreds of students, his two feet that merited praise and were praised by bards (11.23.27–34) 
[bookmark: _Hlk3385628]	At the beginning of the war, Arjuna’s heart lost strength to see the faces of Guru Droṇa and other elders arrayed before him, and Kṛṣṇa instructed him to remain detached (anāsakta). Arjuna’s beloved teacher, whose feet were once worshipped and are now being dragged by jackals, invokes bhayānaka rasa (horror), bhībhatsa rasa (disgust), and karuṇā (pathos). Such imagery leads the mind of the reader to visualize the fact that in death, rich and poor, privileged and plebian, meet the same destiny. Throughout her lengthy address, Gāndhārī provides to Lord Kṛṣṇa the various dimensions of suffering and grief (karuṇā) caused by war. 
Many who were handsome and had good color have been pawed by the flesh-eaters and lie there in their necklaces of gold, their eyes bulging like bull’s eyes… Others… still wearing their armor and carrying their gleaming weapons, seem to the flesh-eaters to be alive. (11.16.38)

The literary trope of coalescing the warrior’s virility in life with vulnerability in death intensifies the deep emotional impact and simultaneously creates feelings of disenchantment. The Kurukṣetra battlefield, once the arena displaying masculine prowess (vīra rasa), now reveals its reality in the rasa of bībhatsa (disgust), which is only made tangible by a woman's word. Up until now, the reader has only been hearing about the glory of the warriors and has been deprived of the deepest emotions that have the potential to force a reconsideration of the grandeur of war. Such a realization only occurs through the intense emotions of suffering, which hold the power to disrupt worldly attachments, as occurs in the case of Siddhartha Gautama when he gained insight into the reality of suffering by witnessing the horrors of sickness and death. 	
While Saṁjaya exhibits the death of heroes through the lens of kṣatriya martial power, Gāndhārī describes the reality of warriors’ deaths from the perspective of women who endure extreme agony of loss. She shows Kṛṣṇa that the battlefield once adorned with eager warriors at the commencement of the Gītā is now swarmed by weeping women. 
Having seen the battleground…the women were shrieking loudly as they descended from their fancy wagons. The women of the Bharata were stricken with pain as they looked upon a sight they had never seen before…Some stumbled about amidst the bodies, and others dropped to the ground. (11.16.15)

Gāndhārī provides a view of the real pain and delusion caused by the war. The warriors who once enjoyed the emotions of love, romance, and heroism now lay motionless. Gāndhārī describes to Kṛṣṇa the condition of the wife of a warrior in overtly erotic language: 
The wife of Yūpadhvaja, her waist no bigger than two hands might measure, having put her husband’s arm in her lap, mourns pitiably. That hands of his would undo her belt, rub her full breasts, caress her navel, her thighs, her bottom, and pull off her skirt... Now she sits there silently.” (11.24.17–20)
Such an erotic description generates a rarefied emotion of pathos that has the power to shake even the most emotionless heart. Gāndhārī affirms the value of bodily love and deep attachment to loved ones.
She unveils that the other side of virility is vulnerability and helplessness. Gāndhārī points to the throngs of weeping women who are overwhelmed with utter grief and are overcome by utter confusion. She paints the terrible reality of death and suffering with her words, aiming to arouse a sense of deep pain in the hearts of her listeners/readers:
Many shriek and wail upon seeing the bodies, and others beat their heads with their delicate hands. The earth seems to be crammed with fallen heads, hands, and every sort of limb mixed with every other and put into heaps. And thrilling with horror upon seeing headless bodies and bodiless heads, the women, unaccustomed to these things, are bewildered. After joining a head to a body, they stare at it blankly, and then they are pained to realize, “This is not his,” but do not see another one in that place. (11.16.50–53) 
The suffering is made real through the vivid description of women weeping on the corpses of men who once triggered fear in their enemies. The bodily loss and love are real. Women mourn the physical loss, and they weep for their lost love that will never return. 

III. Gāndhārī's Post-war Descriptions of the Battlefileld: Questioning the Justness of War and Pointing to Alternative Solutions to Conflict
[bookmark: _Hlk4592575]After the gruesome battle, Dhṛtaraṣṭra and Yudhiṣṭira express deep grief and remorse, but Gāndhārī exposes the price of war from the surviving women’s vantage point. James Fitzgerald rightly notes, “The human cost of the Bhārata war is fully registered in the epic only through this mantic vision of Gāndhārī’s” (Fitzgerald 2004: 24).	
Gāndhārī’s view of the battlefield is indistinguishable from the view of naraka, a hellish realm in the Hindu tradition, observed by Yudhiṣṭhira in the Svargārohaṇa Parva (Book 18). Yudhiṣṭhira describes the region as “covered with hair, flesh, and blood for its mud and it is permeated by the smell of rotting corpses” (Hudson, 2013: 211). He provides further detail about the hell region: “Human corpses were scattered over it, smeared with fat and blood (rudhir), with arms and thighs out off, or with or with entrails torn out and legs severed” (Dutt, 2006, XI: 1002). Such a description is identical to the battlefield after the war. In its various episodes, the Mahābhārata guarantees warriors heaven for sacrificing themselves in the raṇa yajña (war sacrifice), but only Gāndhārī graphically shows the postwar “hellish” reality for the surviving women on this earth. The reader is left wondering about the value of heaven for the heroes while their loved ones are subjected to hellish suffering while living. 
Wendy Doniger calls attention to the “grotesque, sanctioned violence” in the Mahābārata. She not only shows concern about human warfare but violence against non-human animals (Doniger, 265). Doniger’s insight stems from the violence perpetuated by the militaristic ethos of the epic, but it ignores the alternative voices that question violence and bemoan the ethic of control and violence. Not only does Gāndhārī grieve the dead and cries for their loss, but she also confronts Kṛṣṇa about the ethic of kṣartiya prowess. Vaiśaṃpāyana narrates Gāndhārī’s vision of the battlefield directed to Kṛṣṇa. Right before the commencement of the war, Arjuna foresees the dreadful outcome of the war standing between the two armies: “We will not want to live if we kill the sons of Dhṛtaraṣṭra” (BG, II: 6). Arjuna’s insight proves correct. After his victory, “Yudhiṣṭhira’s sense of sorrow, guilt, and shame was great, his conviction that the war has been wrong so deep, he could not accept the fruits of his actions” (Fitzgerald 2004: 86).[footnoteRef:3] Yudhiṣṭhira cries out: [3:  Yudhiṣṭhira was so overwhelmed by śoka (grief) that he considered his own life not worth living (Fitzgerald 2004: 86). Yudhiṣṭhira cries out: “I have conquered this whole Earth relying on the strength of Kṛṣṇa’s arms, the favor of the brahmins, and the strength of Bhima and Arjuna. But ever since finishing the tremendous extermination of my kinsmen that was ultimately caused by my greed, a terrible pain (mahād duḥkham) aches in my heart without stopping (nityadā)” (12.1.15).  

] 

Damn the kṣatra way! Damn the power of mighty chest! Damn the unforgiving stubbornness that brought us to this disaster…to get a piece of the earth we totally abandoned men who were equal to the earth, men who we should have never killed. (12:7.5).
Yudhiṣṭhira’s condemnation of the martial ways is poignant; it follows Gāndhārī’s account. Gurcharan Das writes about his state: “He identifies with the pain of Hastinapur’s women who have become widows. In empathizing with the undeserved misfortune of others, Yudhisthira has embarked on a moral journey that will lead him to the core of dharma. His brothers may feel regret, but he feels remorse" (Das, 2012, 239–240). 
Modern feminist writers, reformers, and social organizations pay attention to the effect of war on surviving women. Mahatma Gandhi understood the Mahābhārata as a text showing the failure of war and violence:
The author of the Mahabharata has not established the necessity of physical warfare; on the contrary, he has proved its futility. He has made the victors shed tears of sorrow and repentance and has left them nothing but a legacy of miseries. (CWMG, 56:409)
Gandhi preceded many feminist scholars who focused on the futility of violence conveyed by the epic. From a woman’s perspective, the war yields repulsive pain that affirms the bodily reality.
Vrinda Dalmiya reflects: 
The inherent ambiguity of the body as a site of violence and as a site of desire
becomes important now. The porousness of physical bodies to the “outside” can
be a source of both violence as well as comfort. Embodiment itself holds the key
to the possibility of appeasing bodily pain. Consequently, it is not necessary to
leave the body behind (as the dharmic order does) in order to respond to suffering.
Quests for transcendent states like moksha forget to explore the affiliative
potential inbuilt in bodied relationships. And by retrieving this possibility, the
warrior women bring Indic traditions back to earth…[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Dalmiya, Vrinda. “Decenterings Elsewhere and the Epistemic Dimension of Care.” In Decentering Epistemologies and Challenging Privilege: Critical Care Ethics Perspectives. Edited by Sophie Bourgault, Maggie FitzGerald,
and Fiona Robinson” 83.] 


She uses “care ethics” framework to analyze by saying, “The step to an argument for care lies here: the change in the narrative script is a change in the moral script initiated by the women” (Dalmiya 2024, 82). The codes of care ethics, focused on tending to the marginalized, stand in opposition to the suffering caused by the laws of the military that ignore the pain of widowed women and children. 
In her fictionalized retelling of some of the tales of the Mahābhārata, a prominent writer Mahasweta Devi unfurls a serious critique of the Kurukṣetra war. In her short literary exposition, After Kurukshetra, one of Devi’s female characters provides her view of the war:
Disaster? What disaster? Huh, Old woman? Was this some natural calamity? So many great kings join in a war between brothers. Some choose one side, some cross over to the other. It wasn’t just brother slaughtering brother. We know of quarrels-jealousies-rivalries too. But such a war for just a throne? This, a holy war?! A righteous war?! Just call it a war of greed![footnoteRef:5] [5:  Mahaswetha Devi, “After Kurukshetra,” trans. Anjum Katyal, in The Selected Works of Mahaswetha Devi (Calcutta: Seagull Books, 2006), 2.] 

The text questions the holiness and righteousness of any bloody war. The female character summarizes the war not as a dharma yudha (war of truth and righteousness), but as a war of greed for “just a throne.” In their review of Devi’s short book, R. Pooja and Kavita Nair summarize the play:
The women of the play are affected by the “Holy War” that has happened. The United Nations in a statement has said that “Women and girls suffer disproportionately during and after war, as existing inequalities are magnified making them more vulnerable to sexual violence and exploitation.” The holy war might have been “HOLY” for those who are directly related to it but to others is a huge question and a matter of concern. The number of women and children affected because of this war is huge and the loss that has been incurred on them is irreparable (Pooja and Nair, 2024, 119)
Devi’s After Kurukshetra is a brilliant synthesis of history, fiction, and myth. Devi calls on women to rethink and rewrite the past, so a new and safer future for women can be constructed. 
Devi portrays the suffering of war through her writings. A. Mangai’s new play, Stree Parvan, highlights the suffering of Kurukshetra women.[footnoteRef:6] In “Wars of the World, through a Gendered Lens,” Muralidharan K. provides a snapshot of the play, a performance of sixty minutes: [6:  Kavitha Muralidharan, “Well-Known Theater Personality Mangai is Back with Another War Story,” The Hindu, April 2, 2024, https://www.thehindu.com/entertainment/theatre/well-known-theatre-personality-mangai-is-back-with-another-war-story/article68019076.ece.] 

“(T)he performers on and off state deftly guide the audience into a realm filled with women’s loss, grief and resounding help as they recover from the devastation wrought by war. From the ancient battlefields of Kurukshetra elaborated in the Mahabharata to modern wars in Ukraine, Gaza and Eelam, the play depicts women’s suffering their poignant efforts in confronting truths, and their views on war.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Kavitha Muralidharan, “Wars of the World, Through a Gendered Lens,” The Wire, April 12, 2024, https://thewire.in/culture/wars-of-the-world-through-a-gendered-lens.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk3387711]Modern feminist writers find resonance in Gāndhārī’s lament and plight of the Kuru women. The female power of words that illustrious Kṛṣṇa stands on the edge of the battlefield as the recipient of Gāndhārī’s monologue in Book 11. Through her divine vision, she shows the battlefield strewn with the body parts of warriors and rumbling with the shrieks of women. From the periphery, Gāndhārī, as a mother, shows not the glory of the warriors’ acts but the gloom caused by war. At one point, Gāndhārī turns to Kṛṣṇa and articulates the feelings of a grieving woman: “She censures you, Janardana: ‘When you are in assemblies, or when you tell others of this, are you going to say that Arjuna’s deed was great?'” (11.24.18–19). Gāndhārī’s affecting question taunts Kṛṣṇa, who, as we have seen in the Bhagavad-Gītā, touts the glory of a warrior’s death on the battlefield. After the war, Arjuna and Pāṇḍavas never take joy in the victory. Throughout her soliloquy, Queen Gāndhārī shows Kṛṣṇa the slain heroes and, in the end, she reproaches: “Why did you ignore them as they perished, Janārdana? You who were able to do something”, and in the same breath she curses Kṛṣṇa’s clan, predicting his death by ignominious means due to his neglect of such a massacre (11.35–40). Through the female divine sight, the Mahābhārata provides a new insight into the value of bodily existence, sensuality, and love, and questions the teaching of Krsna that dismisses the materiality of the body, love, and emotions.
[bookmark: _Hlk3388015]Kṛṣṇa accepts her curse but blames Gāndhārī for her own neglect toward the evil actions of Duryodhana, but the curse and grief of the loss of loved ones shakes the Pāṇḍavas and “they had no desire to live,” says the text (11.45). Lord Kṛṣṇa, who by his own claim, descends to this earth to establish righteousness, appears to be the transgressor of righteousness multiple times in the war. Not only many Indologists but “the Jainas and Buddhists were also highly critical of the ethic of Kṛṣṇa,” writes Bimal Krishna Matilal (Matilal, 92).[footnoteRef:8]  However, the Mahābhārata shows that even gods do not interrupt the flow of karmas and human choices. [8:  “In fact, the author of the Mahābhārata himself supplied a strikingly candid list of the misdeeds perpetrated by Krsna through the mouth of the dying Duryodhana.” (Matilal, 92).] 


IV. Anu Gītā: A Recapitulation of the Bhagavad-Gītā, or Revision 
In the Bhagavad-Gītā, standing in the middle of the battlefield, Kṛṣṇa coaxes Arjuna not to abandon his kṣatriya dharma because war is a win-win situation for Arjuna: “If you are killed, you win heaven (svargam); if you triumph, you enjoy the earth (bhokśyase mahīm); therefore, Arjuna, stand up and resolve to fight the battle” (BG, II: 37). Kṛṣṇa calls to Arjuna to abandon the emotions of aversion for the battle by being “impartial to joy and suffering” (BG, II: 38). Notwithstanding the inevitability of war due to a complex set of circumstances and involved characters, this dialogue of Kṛṣṇa with Arjuna does not consider any concern for the warrior women. Various male heroes do not fear the postwar psychological repercussions of the looming slaughter. Kṛṣṇa’s didactic dialogue and his divine theophany motivate Arjuna to fight. 
The Mahābhārata catalogs Kṛṣṇa’s breach of moral codes at various junctures, but Gāndhārī displays anger toward Kṛṣṇa for being complicit in the slaughter.[footnoteRef:9] I suggest that Kṛṣṇa’s message in the Anu Gītā (Book 14) seems to corroborate Gāndhārī’s vision of the cruelty of war to surviving women by subverting the ethos of glorifying war, even though it never directly mentions his teaching in the Bhagavad-Gītā nor does it refer to Gāndhārī’s insight of the war. Kṛṣṇa was always against the war. [9:  In Book 15, a sage Utanka is enraged to hear that Kṛṣṇa was not able to rescue the warring cousins.] 

A close reading of the Anu Gītā (Book 14), literally, a “continuation of” or “subordinate to” the Gītā, demonstrates that it is not a recapitulation of the Gītā. Instead, I see it as an appendix to the Gītā. The Anu Gītā remains underexamined with regard to Kṛṣṇa’s message in his so-called retelling of the earlier Bhagavad-Gītā upon Arjuna’s request. I provide a brief context of the Anu Gītā. After the war, Arjuna asked Kṛṣṇa: 
. . . to repeat the instruction which had already been conveyed to him on 'the holy field of Kurukṣetra' but which had gone out of his 'degenerate mind'. Kṛṣṇa thereupon protests that he is not equal to a verbatim recapitulation of the Bhagavadgītā but agrees in lieu of that to impart to Arjuna the same instruction in other words, through the medium of a certain ancient story—or purātana itihāsa. And the instruction thus conveyed constitutes what is called the Anugītā. (in Sharma 1968: 261) 
[bookmark: _Hlk4594080] Even though the text is identified as a recapitulation of the Bhagavad-Gītā, scholars note that “it differs from the text it purports to retell” (Stroud and Nautiyal, 2017: 168). I propose that the Anu Gītā does not recapitulate the Bhagavad-Gītā because the cruelty witnessed through Gāndhārī’s divine eyes has revealed to Kṛṣṇa the dark side of kṣatriya dharma, which he so splendidly advocated to Arjuna in the Bhagavad-Gītā. Furthermore, the text initiates a movement away from the ethics of warrior heroism (expressed through vīra rasa) to the goals of mokṣa (expressed through śānta rasa), which will be a subject of my future research.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Dalmiya also points out, “The weeping women, therefore, are designed to induce an aesthetic tranquility (shanta rasa) in the reader by underscoring the futility of dharma to prevent suffering.” (Dalmiya, 2024).] 

[bookmark: _Hlk4594032]Arvind Sharma insightfully perceives the Anu Gītā as “the Bhagavad-Gītā ‘recollected in tranquility.’ It commences in the postbellum era, with Kṛṣṇa and Arjuna ‘in a certain portion of the palace which resembled heaven (swargadeśasmam)’” (Sharma 1968: 263). Notwithstanding the location of this teaching, the postbellum era is filled with agony. Deaths of over a billion soldiers (11.26.10), shrieks of the widows, Gāndhārī’s curse on Kṛṣṇa and his clan, and Yudhiṣṭhira’s inconsolable grief set the stage for the retelling of the Gītā in the Anu Gītā. 
[bookmark: _Hlk3390018]Any attempts at a straightforward reading of the Anu Gītā tend to look for a continuation or recapitulation of the Bhagavad-Gītā. Instead of reading the Anu Gītā as it connects to the Bhagavad-Gītā, I analyze the Anu Gītā within the context of the Mahābhārata.[footnoteRef:11] Just as the Bhagavad-Gītā can only be understood against the background of the pre-war atrocities caused by the Kauravas and many attempts at negotiations and deliberations to avoid the war, the Anu Gītā has to be read against the postwar suffering of women and the grief expressed by Gāndhārī.  [11:  Not surprisingly, those scholars who “have endeavored to understand its content in light of the larger Mahābhārata story” find “this enigmatic text always seems to resist straightforward readings” (Stroud and Nautiyal, 2017: 168).  
 
] 

Just as Queen Draupadi questions dharma itself after her violent molestation, Gāndhārī challenges the kṣatriya dharma and glorification of the war after the most violent war. As we saw earlier, she turns the gaze away from the warrior's virility to vulnerability. “The Mahābhārata as an epic unfolds in several different ways as narrators and audiences shift their respective positions” notes Veena Das (Das, 2010, 4). The eighteen-day war has shifted the readers’ gaze from the glory of the warriors to the gloom of their wives. While Kṛṣṇa is responsible for couching the war in a religious framework, the Anu Gītā is another opportunity to reconsider his views. The following new aspects of the Anu Gītā point to a shift away from the Bhagavad-Gītā’s defense of war and toward the dharma of non-cruelty: 
1) Arjuna’s forgetfulness of the Bhagavad-Gītā’s message of war as sacrifice points to the Mahābhārata’s self-corrective method. Arjuna tells Kṛṣṇa that he remembers his divine form, but his teaching has all (sarvam) been forgotten (nastam) or destroyed. Arjuna is curious to learn the message again. Kṛṣṇa scolds Arjuna as lacking intelligence (durmedha) and his inability to recapitulate the message. Arjuna’s “forgetfulness” of the old message gives rise to the new teaching, which does not elevate the warrior ethic. Perhaps the reason for this forgetfulness is that the gruesome war has dulled Arjuna’s memory, or perhaps the Mahābhārata has to rectify the old teaching that caused chaos and cruelty.
2) Whereas in the Bhagavad-Gītā, a dialogue ensues between Kṛṣṇa and Arjuna where Kṛṣṇa, although a charioteer, became a deus ex machina to bring Arjuna out from the deep darkness, the Anu Gītā is formulated in the dialogues between various characters. Further, the narratives within narratives obscure the voice of Kṛṣṇa.[footnoteRef:12] The teaching of the Anu Gītā is conveyed through the voices of various characters, not through the speeches of Kṛṣṇa. Furthermore, the Anu Gītā includes no direct commands, nor does Kṛṣṇa at any point intervene in the dialogue of the characters. [12:  The Anu Gītā consists of three extended dialogues (Sharma 1968: 264). These dialogues have embedded dialogues within them.] 

3) The Anu Gītā omits one of the most important teachings of the Bhagavad-Gītā—the glorification of and devotion to Kṛṣṇa’s divine form. Sharma notes that “the ‘theistic’ dimension of the Bhagavad-Gītā is de-emphasized and the path of jñāna emphasized” (Sharma 1968: 266). The path of jñāna bypasses devotion to Kṛṣṇa, who has been termed as a “devious divinity,” and provides the teaching without the shadow of the “Dark Lord.” Through the voices of different characters, including a Brahmin, his wife, his disciple, and a Siddha, the text focuses on philosophical questions of metaphysics and ethics. Perhaps, the move is due to Gāndhārī’s suspicion of Kṛṣṇa’s failure in averting the pain of women.
4) Instead of the Bhagavad-Gītā’s command “to fight” and “win heaven”, the Anu Gītā proposes an ethic of “mercy for all creatures” (bhūtanam anukampam) (14.18.15).  The virtues of forgiveness (kṣamā), non-cruelty (ānṛśaṃya), and non-injury (ahiṃsā) are lauded as the qualities that mark the conduct of the good. Mukund Lath (1990) identified the two virtues, non-cruelty (ānṛśaṃya) and non-violence (ahiṃsā), as the highest virtues in the Mahābhārata (Das, 2010, 5). Alf Hilebeitel (2001, 207) enumerates all the instances of “the highest dharma” found in the Mahābhārata, including nonviolence, truth, and non-cruelty (ānṛśaṃya), and he shows that the latter appears more frequently than others. However, in his tally, he misses the two instances of ānṛśaṃya (14.18.16; 14.38.6) and two of ahiṃsā that occur in the Anu Gītā (14.38.3; 43.21; 48.7 and 50.2). The Anu Gītā unequivocally declares: “Ahiṃsā is the highest of all dharmas and killing or injury is a mark of unrighteousness or sin” (14.43.21). On the backdrop of the most violent war, the Anu Gītā lauds ahiṃsā. That the term ahiṃsā appears numerous times indicates that the text beckons a renewed understanding of the ills of violence. 
5) Finally, the Anu Gītā marks the movement from the ethics of sacrificial violence to the ethics of equality of all beings. Toward its end, the Anu Gītā summarizes the marks of the one who has attained tranquility and freedom: “This end is attained by one who sees all creatures equally, who is without attachment, who is without expectations, and who looks equally to all beings” (14.51.39). Tieken notes that the Mahābhārata “evokes an archaic, violent world of sacrifice” (Tieken 2009: 219). But I add that the Mahābhārata is wrapped in the violent world of sacrifice only up to the “Book of the Women.”  Intriguingly, toward the end, the Anu Gītā proclaims “nonviolence toward any creature is considered to be foremost of all dharmas (duties)” (14.50.3.). Furthermore, the Anu Gītā describes sacrifice in terms of yoga practice, the sacrifice of the “concentration of the mind” (14.24.4).[footnoteRef:13] 	 [13:  One entire section reinterprets sacrifice as yoga practice offered not to Narayana, to whom animals were offered, but to Narayana “who is the self of everything” (14.25.16).] 

Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk4697540] The Anu Gītā obliquely answers Gāndhārī’s question: “When you are in assemblies, or when you tell others of this, are you going to say that Arjuna’s deed was great?” In the second telling of the Gita, Kṛṣṇa does not glorify the war, nor does he reveal his glory, which has been tainted by a woman’s curse. The Anu Gītā marks a bend in the narrative arc of the Mahābhārata, turning it away from the kṣatriya ethic of war. The turn begins with Queen Gāndhārī’s mapping of the battlefield in the “Book of Women,” and the Queen’s view of the battlefield reverses the focus of the Bhagavad-Gītā from the masculine prowess of the war dominated only by chivalry to the chilling pain of the surviving women. The postwar condition of the helpless women and the guilt and self-loathing of Yudhiṣṭhira stand in contradistinction to Kṛṣṇa’s message of rising above emotions and the emphasis on kṣatriya dharma in the Bhagavad-Gītā. This turn has several dimensions to it. 
Philosophically, the gruesome experience of suffering expressed through Gāndhārī’s view of the battlefield can be connected to Kṛṣṇa’s renewed message of not elevating ksatriya duty in his retelling of the Gītā. Ethically, the Anu Gītā elevates ahiṃsā as the highest dharma by repeating the dictum numerous times. Furthermore, the Anu Gītā represents a revision of value from performing the dharma of a warrior to the pursuit of mokṣa through the path of the moral virtues of compassion, equality of all beings, and jñāna (discernment).[footnoteRef:14] Contemporary feminist authors, Pooja and Nair, call for revisions and re-reading of the Kurukshetra story as Devi has done: [14:  On final analysis, the Anu Gītā is a text on jñāna, or knowledge, as a way to final liberation. That is, knowledge of the creation of the material world out of an undifferentiated state of consciousness. 
] 

After Kurukshetra is a place where there is a construction of female history where the lives of the women who have sacrificed themselves in the process of servicing the male community. Writing a history for women needs a lot of reading and re-reading of various established histories and texts and a lot will have to be done in this area for understanding “Women.” (Pooja and Nair, 2024, 122)
It appears that the Anu Gītā provides a rethinking of the Bhagavad-Gītā, and the glorification of war precipitated by the mother Gāndhārī.
[bookmark: _Hlk4697844]With regard to theology, Kṛṣṇa, the deity of splendid form in the Bhagavad-Gītā, becomes subdued in the background. Perhaps it is due to the curse of Gāndhārī, whose divine eye has put a question mark on the divine command to do the kṣatriya dharma in the Bhagavad-Gītā. Finally, aesthetically speaking, the vivid descriptions of real suffering in the "Book of the Women" alter the Mahābhārata’s dominant rasa of vīra (heroism) to an array of emotions that have the potential to lead to śānta rasa (peace; tranquility; non-aggression), which will be a subject of my future project. Apparently, through a female’s divine vision, the Mahābhārata provides discernment into the reality of suffering, the power of human emotions, affirmation of bodily love, and the futility of war, privileging a life-affirming ethic. 


 
------------------
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