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Abstract

The Mahdbharata 3.196-206 involves instruction on dbarma given by the
sage Markandeya to Yudhisthira. Its principal feature is the instruction given
to the brahmin Kausika by the wife of a householder and a low-caste seller
of meat. This chapter demonstrates how the principal arguments about the
question of a brahmin’s dbarma are enhanced by the contrast between the
primary frame interlocutors, who introduce the basic narrative and push
it along, and the episodic interlocutors, who talk about the difficulties of
interpreting dbarma and with their own behaviour strenuously support
svadharma as this might be interpreted by the brahmins. There is a difference
between the two levels in that the episodic interlocutors are describing and
reflecting on their own lived experiences, in contrast with Yudhisthira, who
is constantly being reminded of the difficulty of adhering strictly to his
svadharma when he finds consistent interpretations of dbharma so difficult
to grasp. The contrast in the interlocutory frames beautifully illustrates the
dilemma he faces and the behavioural problems the brahmins—representing
a kind of faux institution—must have encountered in the changing social
conditions of early historical India.
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Introduction

If the overarching battle plot, the leadup to it and its denouement are
considered, could we say that the interlocutory system is the main mode
of organising the content of the Mahibhirata? This question arises out of
the recognition that so many episodes in the Mahabharata, especially the
non-battle books, superficially appear to not relate directly to the main
plot. Of course, this assumes that the epic is defined by the main plot,
when in fact it is much more complicated in both its explicit and its implicit
themes. A prime function of the interlocutory system is to introduce these
lesser narratives—of various genres—in such a way that they will not seem
fundamentally out of place in the immediate context where they appear. In
this sense, the interlocutory system facilitates the flow—and various other
flows—of the narrative whether in an oral recitation or read as a text.

One other area that is worthy of attention in this study is the question of
vocatives, in the sense that the names they denote define the relationships
between the interlocutors. Equally, they also provide a further confirmation
of the fundamental themes of what the interlocutors narrate—that is, the
fundamental themes of the Mahabharata itself.

There are four interlocutory levels in the mahatmya narrated from 3.196
to 3.206, and the interaction between the levels guides the interpretation
of the narrated content. It is especially the contrast between what I call the
primary frame interlocutor (PFI) and the episodic interlocutor (EI), which
is extremely valuable in defining Yudhisthira’s struggles throughout the
Mahabharata. What is also fundamental is to contrast the functioning of
both sets of interlocutors—that is, the episodic interlocutors, who play
only a small role in the Mahabbarata, tell us, directly and indirectly, much
about those who play a major role. We should not, however, underestimate
the extent to which the mabatmyas stand as independent narratives. They
demonstrate perfect coherence and a temporal horizon that includes all three
tenses as opposed to the virtually one-dimensional time frame marking
the narrative activity of the primary frame interlocutor.
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The basic narrative summarised

Markandeya is addressing the Pandavas in the Kamyaka forest about a range
of topics.! In the set of chapters (3.196-206) under study, he is exclusively
addressing Yudhisthira, who pushes along the narrative by asking about
the law:

Then King Yudhisthira, best of the Bharatas, asked Markandeya of
great glory a question about the law [dbarmaprasnam]* which was
exceedingly difficult to explain. Illustrious man, I want to hear this
superb story of the greatness of women and the subtle law as it is told
by you as it really is, brahmin. (3.196.1-2)

Markandeya then begins narrating a katha about an orthodox brahmin
named Kaus$ika who is performing zapas under a tree when a bird drops
its dung on him. He glances at it angrily and it drops down dead. Filled
with remorse, he goes begging and meets a housewife from whom he
requests food. As she is getting a dish, her husband arrives and she feeds
him first. She remembers the brahmin and he expresses anger towards
her. In responding, she proceeds to give him a lengthy disquisition about a
woman’s obligation towards her husband and describes in several verses the
ideal brahmin.

Kausika is mollified by this. She then instructs him to go to Mithila, where
he will meet a seller of meat, called dbarmavyidha,® who will instruct him
turther in dharma. He goes to Mithila and receives from him a rather lengthy
exposition on dharma, svadharma/svakarma and ontology. Then the
dharmavyddha takes Kausika to his own parents’” house and introduces him
to his parents, who declare the dharmavyadha to be an obedient son. Finally,
he reveals to Kaus$ika he was once a brahmin who was reborn as a sudra
because of a sage’s curse. Kausika declares he truly acts like a brahmin and
then returns to his own parents’ house. Yudhisthira declares his satisfaction
at hearing the mahdtmya and then asks to hear more.

1 See also Bailey (2016).

2 This compound occurs in only one other place in the Mahibharata, at 2.61.54.

3 ‘A hunter due to his [sva] dharma’ and not through choice. This seems to be a title rather than
a name. Apart from Kausika, only the primary frame interlocutors are given names.
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Primary frame interlocutors

The primary frame interlocutors are those who begin the narrative of the
mahatmya and see it through to the end. Using Mangels’s (1994) language,
we might refer to them as ‘narrating characters’, though the narrated
characters—the episodic interlocutors—in the episodes they narrate are
themselves also narrating characters, even if in a much more limited space.
Superficially, the PFI appears to play a minimal role across the whole of the
mahatmya, yet each level must be examined in relation to the other.

In these chapters, VaiSampayana, Markandeya and Yudhisthira are the PFIs,
though the firstappears only once to introduce the dialogue between the other
two. In thatsense, theirinterlocutory activity could be said to lie on the second/
third level of the Mahabharata interlocutory frame, but VaiSampayana’s
introduction of Mirkandeya in this chapter, even where he has been
speaking at length since the beginning of the Markandeyasamasyaparvan,
has the effect of tying this episode into the larger Mahaibbarata narrative.
Arguably, though, this has already been done by the continuing references to
Yudhisthira as the second main PFI. Markandeya’s narrating activity spreads

across the entire 11 chapters, compared with Yudhisthira’s presence in only
the first (196) and the last (206).

A few times in Chapter 196 Yudhisthira expresses his concerns using the first
person: ‘I do not see [pasyami] anything more difficult than the terrible law
of women’ (8ab); “They always do their own proper duty and that is difficult
in my view [me matam]’ (11cd); and ‘Tllustrious man, best of those who
know about questions, I want to hear this question, best of the Bhrgu family,
I want to hear from you’ (13). In that sense, his closeness to Markandeya is
made clear and his emphasis on perceiving/seeing indicates where the ensuing
narrative must go.

In every place where Markandeya speaks, it is simply to introduce the
respective EIs when they speak or when they acknowledge that their request
has been answered. On the surface, it seems the PFIs are playing minor roles
to push the narrative along. Yet, the two narratives within the mahbatmya that
contain a simple plot are being told in response to Yudhisthira’s questions.
Therefore, both question and answer tell us as much about Yudhisthira
himself and, of course, the interpretation of dbarma as the prominent theme
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in the epic.* But there is more. In the plot, besides the conversation between
Markandeya and Yudhisthira—if that is a plot—,there are apparent reversals
where non-brahmins are instructing a brahmin in his own svadbarma.
Maybe this mirrors the reversal of a brahmin/sage (Markandeya) teaching
dbarma to a ksatriya warrior (Yudhisthira), which is the orthoprax way that
things should be done. Why should it be done like this except to strengthen
the brahmin’s claim to expertise in dharma, which is accepted even by those
of lesser status than the brahmin?

It is surely also noteworthy that Markandeya, as the ‘omniscient narrator’,
could have easily given Yudhisthira the normative answers to the questions he
put, yet he chooses to answer them through the framework of the Els.

Episodic interlocutors

EI 1 is Kausika, EI 2 is the kutumbini and EI 3 is the dbarmavyadba, with
EI 4 and EI S intervening later as the dbarmavyidha’s parents and the 757
who curses the brahmin who in a later birth became the dbarmavyidba.
The two plots in which these interlocutors play the fundamental roles are
introduced by Markandeya and therefore are separated from each other by
the interlocutory activity of the PFI. This is so even where the two episodes
operate within the same frame of narrated time, distinguished only by their
differentlocations and the interaction of Kausika, who provides the temporal
and personal continuities with the other EIs and the two plots.

What emerges unambiguously in the speeches of the second and third Els is
the extent to which their expositions are dependent on existing opinions on
dharmic matters—opinions seemingly beyond reproach. They are using their
own immediate behaviour—feeding one’s husband first and remaining in an
inauspicious job—and traditionally handed down teachings to justify their
own positions. Both appear on the surface to offend Kausika’s sensibilities,
yet they are entirely consistent with the householder’s view® of how society

4 Mangels writes on the contrast between the heroic ethos and dharma as a kind of abstract author:
‘As already explained in the presentation of Schmid’s structure of communication the abstract author as
a noticeable instance in the text is not graspable, however in the arrangement of the text on the whole it
can be understood’ (Mangels 1994: 44—45).

5 On the centrality of the householder in the interpretation of this passage, see Thayanithy (2018).
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should be run. The point is that both narrative action and expository
teachings are being utilised to make a fundamental point about the ambiguity
of dbarma, otherwise called siksmata.

Let us note initially that the Els are depicted doing much more expositing
than acting, even though the only actions undertaken by the PFIs are speech
acts. In the cases of EI 2 and EI 3 it is their status that is seemingly highlighted
as the fundamental condition requiring them to provide dharmic expositions.
That is, their status is intended to be contrasted with what they say: a lower-
class man and a woman giving advice to a brahmin who is supposed to be
orthoprax and an expert in the sources of dharma. And, apart from speech
acts, it is EI 1 who acts most when he kills the balika and makes the trip to
Mithila. This, then, is the basic plot of these 12 chapters, which is made racier
by some actions that would seem repugnant to typical brahmin thinking,
if such a thing exists.

Episodic interlocutors and their interactions

The episode of Kausika is set in an entirely undefined past, presumably
before the events leading up to the Mahibhirata war, though there is no
temporal marker giving it any specificity (see 2d, uccarayan sthitah, reterring
to Kausika). The narrated action involving the Els has the past, present and
future shaping it, as well as at least three different geographical locations: the
village, Mithila and the forest where the brahmin (dbharmavyadha) is cursed
to become a s7dra. In contrast, Markandeya’s interaction with Yudhisthira
occurs in the present—for as long as it takes to narrate the mabatmya—
without any indications of temporal difference being given, except at the
end, where the conclusion of the narration is indicated in the past tense
(cf. 3.206.31).6

Perhaps ironically, the brahmin Kausika has been introduced in stereotypical
terms as the ideal of what a brahmin should be. He is the best of the twice-
born, learns the Vedas, is rich in austerities and is habituated to the law.
And when he is introduced, he is studying the Vedas with their limbs and
the Upanisads.” So, he is as perfect as could be in terms of varna aftiliation.

G ctat te sarvam akbyatam nikbilena yudbisthira | prstavan asi yam tata dbarmam dbarmabbrtam
vara ||

7 kas cid dvijatipravaro vedadhyayi tapodbanah | tapasvi dbarmasilas ca kausiko nama bharata ||
sangopanisadan vedan adbite dvijasattamahp | (197.1-2ab).
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What more could one ask for? Hence, he is called dvzjasattama. But surely the
point is that this is a stereotype, a list of adjectives used throughout Sanskrit
literature to describe the ideal brahmin. Here it is more striking because his
subsequent behaviour seems to belie it—though it is unclear why, since the
two misdemeanours he makes are hardly of great moment if one compares
them with other catastrophic events in the Mahabbirata, especially the
actions of brahmin warriors who populate the pages of this text.

Kausika is meditating under a tree when a balaka drops its dung on him,
leading him to curse it. He then comes begging to a pure village (grame sucini,
197.7),¥ where he meets the woman (called kxntumbini, 197.8).” All this is told
in the past tense, except for the two imperatives debi and tistha in verse eight,
the first spoken by the brahmin, the second by the married woman, but both
embedded in the narrated past in Markandeya’s narration. These are surely
highly significant because they require a response from at least one subject,
if not both. But the narration here reverts to Markandeya until verse 18,
when the first of the EIs begins with a single sentence, berating the wife.

The brahmin initially takes a haughty position towards the woman. But even
before this he shows a degree of individual reflection when, after having killed
the bird, he is described thus by the PFI: ‘By his compassion the brahmin was
severely troubled and grieved over her, “Overpowered by hate and emotion
I have done what should not be done”, the learned man said repeatedly before
going to a village to beg for food’ (197.5¢-6). Note the initial loss of control
and how quickly he changes when he thinks about what he has done. Also
note the move to the first person, even where Markandeya is describing the

narrative in the third person, which has occurred before only in the case
of Yudhisthira.

As soon as Kausika reaches a house, a very brief vocal exchange occurs.
‘Give!” he was demanding, and then the woman said, “Wait!” (197.8ab).*
This shift to the imperative gives some actuality to the narrative, which until
now has been spoken in the past tense, with the contrast between these two
imperatives being a portentous introduction to the second EI (the wife).
Now the narrative reverts to the PFI 1, who speaks in the third person.

8  The idea of purity is also reflected in the housewife going to clean a dish when the brahmin initially
asks for food: saucam tu yavat kurute bbajanasya kutumbini (197.8cd), and sidbvacara sucir daksi
kutumbasya bitaisini (197.14ab).

9 Also in Chapter 198, st7i (8), sadhvi (10, 17, 19), asiteksand (11), samyatendriya (15), subbeksand
(16), yasasvini (17) and, in the vocative, varanarngane (18) and sobbane (43).

10 debiti yacamano vai tisthety uktab striya tatab |
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He tells that while Kausika awaits his food the woman’s husband suddenly
arrives and she caters to him first, acting exactly as a wife loyal to her husband
should. The description given from verse 10c—16 reiterates what Yudhisthira
had already said in Chapter 196, with great emphasis placed on obedience
(patisusriisane rata, 197.13d; kurvati patisusriisam, 16¢) to her husband, her
larger household, gods and guests (susrisanapara nityam, 15c). Equally, she
is constantly in control of her senses (satatam samyatendriya, 15d), unlike
the brahmin. As such, what we are given here is a description of the ideal
wife where the criterion is pativrata, all unambiguously reminding us of
Yudhisthira’s initial request. Given that Markandeya is offering an evaluative
statement, it could have hardly been placed in the first person in the voice
of the woman, though this does happen with the dbarmavyidha later in
the narrative.

Finally, she remembers the brahmin, is embarrassed and gives him some food.
In opening the dialogue, Kausika is abrasive: “What is this? Lovely woman,
you tell me “Wait!” and whilst making me stop you do not dismiss me’
(197.18)." The language is strong, especially the open-ended question at the
beginning, and we must wonder whether he assumes she is of a lower class'
than him, completely ignoring her husband or whether it is just because she
is a woman. What we are given is a very angry brahmin—not anticipated in
the themes raised in Chapter 196 by either of the two PFIs—whose anger
has been expressed in violence towards an innocent bird"”® and now towards
a woman who was showing obedience towards her husband in the manner
explicitly suggested by Yudhisthira in his initial comments about a woman’s
lot (196.7-11b). Does this mean the implied audience outside the textis being
asked whether her obligation to feed the brahmin as a guest is greater than
that to her husband, and that a brahmin’s request outweighs her dharmic
requirement to treat her husband first?

Before she can answer, the PFI intervenes, describing the physical and mental
condition of the brahmin and, in so doing, opening the possibility of a new
dialogue between the two Els, also suggesting what the tone of this might
be. He also brings Yudhisthira (197.12d) into the frame, pointing to a new
development in the narrative and emphasising this change. Markandeya
said: “The good woman having seen the brahmin hot with anger,'* virtually

11 kim idam bbavati tvam mam tisthety uktva varangane | uparodham kytavati na visarjitavaty asi ||
12 The fact this is a pure village suggests brahmin status.

13 Another female, as noted by Thayanithy (2018: 196).

14 Cf. 197.4a, tatab kruddbab, and 197 .4c, bbysam krodhabhibbitena.
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blazing with fiery energy, spoke in a conciliatory manner [santapirvam],
Indra of men’ (3.197.19). The santapiirvam indicates an awareness that
she may have been wrong or that she is dealing with someone of a higher
class. In her defence, she says: ‘Please be patient with me, brahmin, as my
husband is my great deity. He too was hungry and tired when he arrived,
he who I obeyed.” Here, again, she reiterates words about obedience as full
justification for her behaviour.

But Kausika upbraids her further, saying in a strident tone:

A brahmin is not more important! You made your husband more
important. Living under the law of the household you are treating
[ava-man] the brahmins with contempt. Even Indra bows to them,
let alone men on earth. Arrogant woman, you do not know? You have
not heard this from your elders. Because brahmins are like fire, they
can burn up even the Earth. (197.21-22)

This is close to being a threat and at the least is a statement of self-importance
based on class difference, though whether gender difference is coming into
play here is more difficult to say. And, without subtlety, he asserts the fiery
nature of brahmins—already demonstrated in relation to the female bird and
in the appearance of his body as perceived by the woman.

His statement, of course, demands a response, but one might have thought
it would be left to the husband. Yet, the woman now shows her wisdom in
alengthy speech directly contradicting the impression the brahmin has of her.
She immediately declares that she did not treat with contempt the brahmins
who are the equals of gods, asking for his forgiveness and then revealing
her understanding of the power of the brahmins by providing examples of
prominent brahmin ascetics taken from myth (197.26). Then she reiterates
one of the basic themes of the mahatmya up to this point:

Faultless brahmin, forgive me this transgression. The rule of the
woman who is obedient to her husband [patisusrasayi dbarmab),
that is pleasing to me, brahmin. Even amongst all the gods, my
husband is my supreme god. Without qualification I must obey
his law [dbarmam], excellent brahmin. Behold this particular fruit
brahmin, though which I knew the female crane was angrily burnt by
you. (197.28-30)

15 ksantum arbasi me vipra bbarta me daivatam mabat | sa capi ksudbitab srintah praptab susrisito
maya || (197.20).
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Again, she is using herself as an example to illustrate Yudhisthira’s concerns,
not just mouthing platitudes, so bringing it to life, at least in a narrative
sense. She then declares that ‘anger is the enemy in the body’ and for the
next six verses states the qualities of the brahmins, where each verse ends with
the phrase: ‘Him the gods know to be a brahmin’ (31-36).'¢ This is clearly
formulaic as it occurs elsewhere in the Mahbabharata and in some Buddhist
texts. What she is doing here is establishing an authoritative basis on which
stands her knowledge of ‘what is a correct brahmin’, backing this up with
an esteemed authority, the gods. Her repetition of the appropriate phrase
strengthens this authority. In verses 38—40ab, she goes beyond this by giving
a kind of executive summary, and a fuller statement of her sources:

Those people who know the law say that a brahmin’s wealth is his
learning, self-control, honesty and constant restraint of the senses, and
they say the supreme law is truth and honesty, best of the brahmins
[38]. The constant law is difficult to know, but it is established on
the truth and the elders proclaim [vrddhanusisanam] that the law is
authorised by revelation [39]. Best of brahmins, the law is certainly
subtle and is considered in many ways. And although you know the
law, and you are devoted to your own learning and pure, it is my
opinion, however, that you, illustrious man, truly do not know the
laws [na tu tattvena bhagavan dbarman vetsiti me matib] [40].

This takes us back to Markandeya’s opening description of the brahmin
(197.1), while omitting the reference to his capacity as a fapasvin, empowering
him to destroy the crane with a single glance. Her final statement about
him is, of course, highly significant, based as it is on her judgement of
what a brahmin should be as confirmed in all the authentic sources she has
just cited. So, she says unequivocally that here is a brahmin who does not
understand dbarma, the interpretation and living out of which are supposed
to be the brahmin’s speciality. And it is a very strong statement considering
one might expect her own status to be lower than that of the brahmin—
perhaps highlighted by using 12 vocatives between 197.20 and 197.42, where
she calls him dvijottama (four times), dvijasattama (once), other words for
brahmin three times, anagha (twice) and anindita (once). All these undergird
his formal status as she sees him and the final two offer him praise as an ideal
brahmin. Does this use of vocatives, in conjunction with the refrain zam

16 See Bailey (2011).
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deva brabmanam vidub, undercut his status as a brahmin, without for all
that denying his brahmin status—that is, he is a brahmin who does not know
dbarma? But what could this mean?

If this is not enough, she then gives him a suggestion as to where he can learn
dharma, introducing the dharmavyddha, the third EI:

There is a man, obedient to his mother and father [matapitrbhyim
Susrasub], who speaks the truth and has conquered his senses. He is
a hunter dwelling in Mithila. He will proclaim the laws to you.
Go there at your desire and good wishes to you, best of brahmins.
Even if T have spoken all too much, please forgive me, blameless man,
because women should not be harmed by anyone, those men who
know the law. (197.41-42)

Straight away she is reiterating the importance of obedience—a trait
modelling her defence of her own behaviour, but significantly signalling it
is not a brahmin who will be telling him about dharma, but someone of
a much lower class. And her final comment, too, seems to be indicating on
her part a deference to his varna status and the possibility of violence. That
is, her status is lower than his, yet she can still proclaim to him what he should
know by virtue of being a brahmin.

This persuades Kausika for, in parting, he says: ‘T am pleased with you. Good
wishes to you, and my anger has gone, splendid woman. The upbraiding
you declared is absolutely the best for me. May you be blessed. I will go and
improve myself, splendid woman’ (197.43). His change in attitude is total,
presumably because of the lecture. Yet, apart from an excess of anger, it is still
unclear why Kausika does not know dharma in the appropriate way.

Whatwouldbe thedifferenceif Markandeya hadjuststated these prescriptions
immediately to Yudhisthira at the end of Chapter 196? In providing their
exposition within a particular plot framework, a ‘living’ example is given
of the clash between social status and dharmic behaviour. Even though
‘fictional’, it brings out in a more vibrant manner what would be only a set
of prescriptions if given in the typical manner of dbarmasastra. Though
what has been said at length by the woman and the brahmin’s response have
been narrated by Markandeya, his use of direct speech by the two participants
gives what is said a sense of immediacy, much more so than if he had just
summarised it himself. In presenting it within a particular plot structure,
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he further emphasises the problem of the subtlety of dbarma and reiterates
the duskara nature of a woman’s role, whether she should show allegiance to
her husband or to someone defined solely by class identity.

At this point, Markandeya intervenes appropriately since there is to be the
introduction of a new plot setting and of a third EIL In so doing, he sets off
Kausika’s confrontation with the wife as a separate narrative unit, while
maintaining its continuity with the next narrative unit and the theme of
the complete mabatmya. He offers four verses about the transformation in
Kausika’s thinking before he goes to Mithila:

Having reflected about the astonishing thing [tad dscaryam] the
woman had proclaimed, the brahmin, scolding himself, appeared as if
he had done something wrong. Thinking that the path of the law was
subtle [dbarmasya sitksmam gatim), he then said, “With trust in what
must be, I am going to Mithila. It is said the perfected hunter who
knows the law dwells in it. Right now I am going to him to ask about
the law. He is rich in austerities.” Having considered this and fully
confident in his mind about the woman’s speech, and on account
of the female crane and the law-filled, auspicious words, filled with
curiosity he set out for Mithila. (198.1-4)

Here, the dscaryam seemingly refers to the housewife’s knowledge of the
baldka and her auspicious words about dbarma. So, he proposes to ask the
vyadha about dbarma, even though it is unclear what he might be able to
tell him given what the women has already told him. Markandeya is raising
the stakes somewhat by further emphasising the theme of the subtlety of
dharma, while mostly highlighting the brahmin’s own response to what the
woman said, perhaps implying his own lack of knowledge of what he should
have known. In any case, these are interpretative words on his part, once
more partially foreshadowing what will come in the next section—words
reiterating for the reader/hearer what this mabatmya is about. Without
them, the future narrative could be less dramatic than it seems.

Following this, the PFI in only four verses describes Kausika’s journey to
Mithila. The brevity of this again points to the importance of the dialogue
that follows. His meeting with the vyidha (EI 3) is described by the PFI in
the third person, in a manner suggestive of tentativeness on both sides. For
initially, the brahmin watches the ascetic (tapasvinam, 198.10) selling buftalo
meat and venison on the street, but he stays at one side until the vyadha
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senses his presence.'” It is at this point that the long interaction begins that
proceeds from chapters 198 to 205, dominated by the expositions of the
dbarmavyddhba. But already in 198.12-13, he shows his special nature,
properly greeting the brahmin, while declaring: ‘Since you were told by that
faithful wife, “You must go to Mithila”, I know entirely the purpose for why
you have come here’ (198.13)." How could he have known this? Unless he is
more than just a seller of meat, setting up the expectation for a future answer
to the mystery.

Now the narrative reverts to PFI 1, who points out that the brahmin was
extremely happy when he heard these words and considered this to be the
second astonishing thing (dvitiyam idam dscaryam, 198.14). Hence, this is
a further qualification as to why the vyddha must be taken seriously, and
another reference to the astonishment the brahmin felt after his meeting with
the woman. It also builds a sense of awe, highlighting the stakes at play.

The vyddha takes him to his own home and treats him as he would an
honoured guest. After this, Kausika makes a statement that does not seem
to have been anticipated in what either Markandeya or Yudhisthira said at
the beginning of 196, as if a new theme is being introduced: ‘It seems to me
[pratibbati me] that this activity is not suitable for you. Young fellow, I am
extremely pained with your horrific activity’ (198, 18). Significant here is
the phrase pratibbati me—already used several times (196.5 and 196.7 by
Yudhisthira) as a means of expressing doubt. This is the cue for the vyddha to
begin the first of his long expositions, which proceeds for the next 75 verses.
Are we to assume there is some doubt about everything that is said in respect
of the correct dbarma, although this seems to be totally resolved at the end of
this text? The vyddha begins by justifying the vocation he has, not yet in the
manner of an autobiography, but in terms of his present duties and the cause

of his degraded position:

This job is suitable for my family and came from my father and
grandfather. Do not be angry towards me, brahmin, whilst I observe
my own law. My own job that I maintain was previously ordained
by Dhitr, and, best of brahmins, I zealously obey my elderly parents.
I speak the truth, I do not grumble, and I give according to my
capacity and I live by what is left over from the gods, guests and

17 The title dharmavyadha occurs at 198.9 for the first time.
18  ckapatnya yad ukto i gaccha tvam mithilam iti | janamy etad abam sarvam yadartham tvam
ihagatab ||
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dependants. I despise nothing and I do not condemn somebody more
powerful. Previous actions that have been done follow the doer, best
of brahmins. (198.19-22)

What more need be said? Maybe it is initially unexpected that a vyddha
should have such an understanding, but this is nothing compared with what
he teaches in the next six chapters. These show an extremely comprehensive
knowledge of brahminical dharma, emphasising how the king should ensure
the differences between the classes and the consequences of not following
dbarma. Between verses 19 and 27, derivatives of k7 occur 12 times, with
the opposition between vikarma and svakarma strongly asserted in verses
25-26. While rather general, this strongly sustains the decision of the vyadba
to maintain his vocation even if it is seen as unacceptable from a brahmin’s
perspective. In short, he is arguing for the validity of class distinctions and the
accompanying division of labour.

At198.55, he introduces the category of the learned (sz5z2) with the statement
that ‘the conduct of the learned is difficult to achieve [sudurlabbab]’,
reinforcing the difficulty of practising certain forms of behaviour, as already
brought up by the PFI 2 (196.12; and duskara, 5,7, 8 and 11). This provides
a pretext for the intervention of PFI 1 as it superficially signals a change of
direction, with Markandeya saying: “Then, best of men, the very insightful
brahmin asked the hunter by the law, “How can I know the conduct of the
learned [sistacaram]?™ (198.56). Arguably, the vyidha could have been
portrayed continuing his exposition, but the PFI’s intervention surely puts
stress on the sZszacara and on the fact that a brahmin who was earlier said to be
mahaprajia should need to know this at all. In the beginning, this seems to
relate to conduct required of the brahmin and his appropriate qualifications
before going on to treat dharmic behaviour as the foundation of society.

From 198.57, the vyddha continues, with the word s7sta occurring 24 times
between verses 57 and 94, and 14 times as part of a compound with dcdra—
all confirming the sense of authority acquired by the transmission of learning
over time. This is displayed explicitly in verse 78: “The highest law is spoken
in the Vedas and the lower in the treatises on the law, and the conduct of the
learned. This is the threefold characteristic of the learned.’ In the final verse of
Chapter 198, he concludes his exposition of the teaching of the learned and
demonstrates his own modesty: ‘Brahmin, bull of the brahmins, having put
before you the qualities of conduct of the learned, everything has been told
to you as I have heard and understood it’ (198.94). The point being that, as
in all these expositions of dharma in the Mahabbdrata, the teachings come
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from someone else and the speaker simply transmits them. This is reflected
elsewhere in this chapter where the expression sistah sistasammatah (198.81
and 83) is used twice."”

The EI 3 has seemingly given his own proper ending to his disquisition,
but at the beginning of 199, the PFI intervenes again even where this
might seem unnecessary. He simply states that the dbarmavyadha began
speaking, possibly strengthening the conclusion to the exposition given in
the final verse of the previous chapter. These brief interventions are always
designed to provide a smooth flow between the narration of subjects. The
dharmavyddhba simply returns to his own situation and reiterates that he
does perform a horrific job (aham hy dcare karma ghoram, 199.1) but this
is all due to past bad karma, foreshadowing the telling of what his previous
deed was. Much of the rest of the chapter is taken up justifying his violent
occupation and arguing quite strongly that violence is an integral part of life.

Two points are important here. The first is the stress he places on the dharmic
justification for the job (derivatives of k7 occurring nine times in three verses,
14-17). He says:

Considering ‘this is my own law’, I will not give it up, best of brahmins.
And knowing ‘It is due to past acts’, I will live by this job. Brahmin,
of one who abandons his own job, this is considered not the law here.
But whoever is devoted to his own job, that is definitely considered to
be the law. (199, 14-15)*

The use of it/ three times possibly gives a further sense of formality and
authority to the explanation. Here, we might have expected the intervention of
the PFL, but this does not happen and the vyddha continues, though shifting
to a different subject. He makes an argument that violence is integral to life,
as in so many places where things are killed (ban). This is done in a rhetorical
sense because he makes statements such as: “They consider ploughing to
be good, but it is thought there is considerable violence in that. Men who
plough with ploughs kill many things dwelling on the ground, and many
other living things. Is that obvious to you [kim pratibhati te]?’ (199.19).”!
Verses 21-27 continue in a similar vein, each (except for 21) ending in the

19 Meaning that they are being communicated twice: by Markandeya and the dbarmavyidba.

20  svadbarma iti kytvd tu na tyajami dvijottama | purakrtam iti jiatva jivamy etena karmand ||
svakarma tyajato brabmann adbharma iha dysyate | svakarmanirato yas tu sa dbarma it niscayab ||

21 krsim sadbv iti manyante tatra bimsa para smyta | karsanto largalaib pumso ghnanti bhimisayan
babiin | jivan anyams ca babusas tatra kim pratibbati te ||

25



26

VISIONS AND REVISIONS IN SANSKRIT NARRATIVE

phrase kim pratibhati te, where the vyddha is putting the responsibility
back on to the brahmin, hence inviting him to make a dialogue, as it were,
or just a judgement. Equally, it takes us back to the similar phrases found in
198.18, 196.5 and 196.7. These verses seem to be saying that the very ideas
of killing and of living creatures living off other living creatures do not need
to be justified by reference to sruti or the affirmation of the szsza—that it is
obvious in itself.

Then follow a few verses stating that some ascetics devoted themselves
to nonviolence (ahimsayam tu nirvatd yatayo, 199.29) but violence is still
areality in the world. The vyddha even extends violence to rudeness between
kinsmen and friends. Finally:

In the world much can be seen that is topsy-turvy, best of brahmins,
and what is not the law is connected with the law. Is that obvious
to you? One can talk in many ways about actions which are lawful
and unlawful, however, he who is devoted to his own job wins great
renown. (199, 33-34)*

After a set of arguments and rhetorical questions, this certainly seems an
appropriate place to end as the vyidha has fully justified his own reason
to continue what is seen by a brahmin as a krizram karma. Yet, in arguing
this, he is supporting the position taken by the brahmin varza on the nature
of society.

Yet, he is still not finished, and at the beginning of 200 the PFI 1 intervenes
again, not to change the subject, but to enable the arguments to be refined
and reminding us to whom he is speaking: “Yudhisthira, the hunter by the
law, best of those who uphold the law, once more cleverly said this to the
bull of brahmins’ (200.1). Is it to be expected that the vyadha is called ‘best
of those who uphold the law’ here, given the expertise he has revealed on
dbarma in the previous chapter? It has not been used of Kausika up to this
point. But the vyadha wants to give further development to the meaning of
dhbarma, so immediately raises yet again the difficulties of its understanding:
‘It is said that the standard of the law of the venerable is revelation. For the
way of the law is subtle [sizksma gatir bi dbarmasya], greatly ramified and
endless’ (200.4). Already the siksma gatir has been suggested in 198.2a
and it will come up elsewhere in these chapters, perhaps as a means of

22 babu loke viparyastam dysyate dvijasattama | dbarmayuktam adbarmam ca tatra kim pratibbati
te || vaktum babuvidbam sakyam dbarmdédbarmesu karmasu | svakarmanivato yo bi sa yasab prapnuyin
mabat ||
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explaining why a brahmin ascetic who has not done anything evil needs such
a sophisticated instruction in dharma. Then, for the next 20 verses, he gives
an instruction on karma, how it dominates everything, taking up a theme
common elsewhere in Book 3 and the Mahdibharata generally. At this point,
he becomes metaphysical and begins talking about the difference between the
jiva and the sarira, as they are affected by karma.

Now the EI 1 breaks in again, asking about the eternality of the j7va (200.25).
In so doing, he creates the conditions for an extension of what is being
discussed, as the EI 3 had closed the previous discussion in a statement about
the absoluteness of karma. As such, the vyidha leaves the discussion of karma
to focus on ontology. This involves a discourse on karmic consequences,
rebirth, dubkba, samsara and eventually moksa, with a continued adherence
to dbarma. These verses (30—52) are dominated by references to dbarma and
dubkba (verses 33-37, five times).

Near the end of this chapter, the vyddha mentions ‘repressing the senses
[indriyanam nirodbena]’. This provides a cue for the EI 1 to change the
direction of the narrative and ask a question about the senses and how they
can be restrained (200.53-54)—possibly an oblique reference to his failure to
react in a restrained manner towards the bird that dropped its dung on him.
Given this is the end of the chapter, it provides the opportunity for the PFI to
ease the transition between the different subjects, even if this has already been
done at the end of the previous chapter.

Chapter 201 continues further with ontology, having the vyddha now talk
about the foundational nature of the mind and how its functioning can
produce adherence to either dbarma or adharma. The chapter is broken in
half by Kausika, who continues his intense praise of the vyidha in saying:
“You speak joyfully” about law, which has no speaker. In my opinion you
are certainly a very great sage with divine powers’ (201.12). At which the
vyadha continues to stress that he is speaking the wisdom of the brahmins:
‘T will say whatever is pleasing to them, best of brahmins. Having bowed
to the brahmins hear my brahmin knowledge’ (201.14). He then goes on to
talk about the s@mkhbyan elements, finishing with the twenty-fourth. This
concludes that chapter—again, at an appropriate point because the totality
of the elements has been enumerated, but it foreshadows what the next

chapter will be.

23 Taking sinytam as an adverb.
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Chapter 202 begins with the PFI 1 breaking in: ‘As such spoken to by the
hunter by the law, Bharata, the brahmin asked for a further tale [kathim] for
increasing the joy in his mind’ (202.1). Is it significant that kathd is used, as
it normally designates a running narrative that has a plot, whereas what we
are given here is primarily a descriptive ontology, a list with accompanying
clarifications?

Kausika then asks to hear about the five mababbitas and the vyadba
immediately outlines their characteristics. Then, from verse 17, he begins
talking about the zndriyas and the need to control them.* At the beginning
of Chapter 203, the PFI 1 and the EI 1 and EI 3 emerge again to signal a slight
change in the direction of the disquisition that is being given:

Markandeya said, “When this had been explained subtly by the hunter
by dharma, descendant of Bharata, the attentive brahmin once more
asked about a subtle matter. The brahmin said, “Of sattva, rajas and
tamas as they truly are, you should tell me the characteristics truly,
carefully now whilst I am listening.”* The hunter said, “Look here,
I will tell you what you are asking me. Listen to their separate qualities
asItalk.” (203.1-3)

What seems significant here is the repetition of sizksma (twice) in 203.1,
reminding us of the theme of the subtlety of dharma found in earlier verses of
this section.* It is possibly telling us—and the hearer, who is more important
than us as onlookers—how difficult it is to understand this kind of material.
And then, as if to confirm this perception of its difficulty, Kausika asks to hear
about the qualities of the three gunas in a verse where yathatatham, tattvena
and yathavad all occur, each having almost identical meanings (unless they
are being used adverbially) and specifying the exactitude by which he wants
the explanation to be given. Of these, attvena occurs several times in earlier
and later chapters, with yathatatham occurring only at 198.56.

24 Verses 21-23 are reminiscent of Katha Upanisad (3.3—6), where the need to control the mind
receives most focus at the end of the chapter.

25 sattvasya rajasas caiva tamasas ca yathatatham | gundams tattvena me brabi yathavad iha prechatab
] (203.2).

26 As noted by Ramanujan (1991: 435): ‘It is not dbarma or right conduct that the Mabibbirata
seems to teach, but the sizksma or subtle nature of dbarma—its infinite subtlety, its incalculable calculus
of consequences, its endless delicacy. Because dbarma-siksmata is one of the central themes that recur
in an endless number of ways, the many legal discussions are a necessary part of the action.” See also
Thayanithy (2018); Hudson (2013).
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The gunas are explained in a dynamic sense where one moves from tamas, to
rajas and then to sattva, which leads to vairdgya (203.9), and when there is
no exertion and the opposites are appeased, one of a lower class can become
of a higher class. The vyidha then brings this to an end and asks what the
brahmin wishes to hear now. The brahmin’s response is highly specific and
he advances the discussion by asking ‘what happens to the body fire when it
reaches the element earth, and how does the wind by its particular location
actuate [vartayate] a person?’ (203.14).

Once more, the PFI breaks in, but why? Markandeya said, “Yudhisthira,
this question directed [samuddistam] by the brahmin, the vyidha spoke
to the great brahmin’ (203.14). The narrative could have continued simply
with the vyddha speaking, but perhaps because it is such a specific question
it was thought that an atypical form of indicating a new question was
appropriate. There are no vocatives used in either of these verses, only the
dative brabmandaya mahdatmane, which gives focus to Kausika. From 203.15
to 203.28, the different forms of prina are explained. More general teachings
follow, which return to ethical behaviour and nonviolence, and the chapter
finishes with these words:

That man who completely gives up both unhappiness and happiness
[dubkbam sukbam capy], he attains Brahma and by detachment goes
beyond the end. As I heard all this in summary [yathasrutam idam
sarvam samdsenal, best of brahmins, all this to you I have narrated.
What more do you want to hear? (203.50-51)

He points out yet again that none of what the vyidha says is original to him.
Once more, he gives an appropriate conclusion to the content he had been
expositing and an invitation to a new subject, the point being this: what more
could he say about this subject of ontology and ascetic behaviour?

At this point, the PFI 1 intervenes again and the verses following indicate
that this section of homiletic teaching has been completed. Mirkandeya said:

Yudhisthira, when the entire teaching about release [moksadbarme)
had been narrated, the brahmin, really joyful in his heart spoke to the
hunter by dbarma: ‘You have related everything with appropriate
argumentation [nydyayuktam]. There appears to be nothing in the
world about the laws that is unknown to you.” (204.1-2)

27  Translated by van Buitenen (1975: 631).
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This could have been an appropriate ending for this set of chapters as all the
relevant teachings seem to have been completed. Yet, at least two implied
questions have still to be answered: the conditions under which Kausika
encountered first the woman and then the vyddha still must be explained,
as does the vyadba’s expertise in dbarma when he is not a brahmin. Hence,
the reason for the entry of the PFI 1 again:

The hunter said, ‘Best of brahmins, the law of mine is quite clear.
Look at it, by which I have gained this success, bull of brahmins. Get
up, illustrious man. Quickly enter my house and please visit my father
and mother, knower of the law.” (204.3-4)

It could be significant that the vyidha calls Kausika dbarmajia here
(though he has already called him dbarmabbytiam vara at 200.16), indicating
perhaps that Kausika is now to be treated as one who knows dharma given
the instruction he has had. At this point, the interlocutory system becomes
more complex with the introduction of a new set of speakers and the
need for the PFI to narrate what is narrative action rather than expository
teaching. Markandeya provides a brief description of the house and tells
how, on entering, the vyddha fell at his parents’ feet, bowing. The parents
can be called EI 4 and immediately begin a dialogue, telling their son, called
dbarmajiia, to rise, saying that ‘the law will protect you’ (204.8). They say
he has treated them as a deity and that, ‘by your personal devotion you are
endowed with the restraint of the brahmins’ (204.9cd), indicating that they
see him as functioning like a brahmin. What they emphasise is the honouring
of his parents.

Now Kausika intervenes and asks after the parents’ health in a formalised
manner and they respond in an equal manner. In verse 16, the PFI 1 intervenes
again. Markandeya said: ““Absolutely,” the brahmin replied to these two
happily. Now the hunter by the law made this statement which was full of
meaning’ (204.16). The brahmin’s words are in response to the two parents
wishing him well, but it seems unnecessary for Markandeya to intervene here
unless it is to mark the transition from the parents to the brahmin to the
vyadha speaking again. Now the vyddha intervenes and declares that he treats
his parents like gods (204.17, 20) and further: ‘My life, wife, sons and friends
exist for them. With my wife and sons I always show obedience to them
[susriisam nityam eva karomy abam)’ (204.22). In the end, he repeats: “This
is the eternal law for the one who lives in the householder stage’ (204.27ef).
This would surely seem to be an appropriate ending for this chapter, but the
narrative reverts to the PFI 1 at the beginning of Chapter 205:
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Now that he had introduced both his parents to the brahmin, the
vyadha, whose self is the law, spoke once more to the brahmin:
‘My sight has become developed. Behold the power of austerities.
For that purpose you were told by her—who is entirely obedient to
her husband [patisusrisaparaya] and is disciplined and habituated
to the truth—‘Go to Mithila. In Mithila there lives a hunter. He will
proclaim the laws to you.” (205.1-3)

This sets a context for both the past events and the future, establishing
continuity between the two, and provides the temporal armature for the
narrative plot in which the three Els are involved. Now occurs a dialogue
between the brahmin and the vyidba that confirms the brahmin has
understood the pativrata’s prediction and this then leads on to the hunter’s
story of why he is a vyddha. He now tells Kausika what he has done:

Best of brahmins, you have offended your mother and father, because
without their permission you left their house, blameless man. What
you did was inappropriate according to the duties prescribed in the
Vedas. These two ascetics [tapasvinan] have become blinded with
grief for you. Go and appease them. Do not let the great law pass you
by. You are an ascetic [tapasvi], your soul is the law and you are always
devoted to the law, but all this is useless for you. Go quickly and really
please them. Have faith in me, brahmin. Don’t do anything else. Now
go, brahmin sage. I am saying what is the best for you. (205.7-10)

This fits perfectly with the theme of obedience to one’s parents or spouse
that has run through this set of chapters. But why was the metaphysical
material included? Was it to demonstrate how complete the vyddha was in
his knowledge of the law?

The two final chapters (205-6) deal with Yudhisthira’s request to hear the
mahdtmya to its completion and an explanation of the foresight of the
faithful wife, in a manner that the vyddha has already given of himself.
The vyidha now praises Kausika, saying he is like a deity and he is vowed to
the law. He instructs him explicitly to go to care for his parents as ‘I can see
no other higher law than that atall’ (205.13cd).”® In response, Kausika begins
to speak again, heaping praise on the vyidha, declaring that he has rescued
him as he was falling to Hell (205.15). But now he asks the vyidha about his
status as a sidra: “The law is always difficult to understand for one who lives
in the s7dra class. I do not think you are a s7dra, for tate was the instrument

28  On which, see Thayanithy (2018: 195-96, 198).
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of this. In consequence of the ripening of karma you attained this status as a
Sidra’ (205.19). Which brings into play the karmavipika aspect of this entire
narrative. To which the vyidha explains that he was a brahmin in a previous
body, ‘studying the Vedas, highly skilled, and expert in the limbs of the Vedas.
Brahmin, I gained this situation because of mistakes I made’ (205.22)”—
thus advancing the narrative by requiring an explanation of this mistake.

At the beginning of 206.1-2, EI S is introduced by the vyidha in the third
person. He is the seer who cursed the vyddha when he was a brahmin, hence a
third tale referring to events that occurred in an earlier time, again reaftirming
the explicit temporal frame of this statement. From 206.3 to 206.5, there is
a brief dialogue between the hunter and the 77, in which the curse is stated
with its accompanying mitigation. He learnt archery with the king, went out
hunting and, by mistake, shot a munz, who cursed him to be born as a szdra.
The muni mitigates the curse by saying he will become a sage of the law and
serve his parents, that he will remember his past life and become a brahmin
again when the curse is ended (206.4-5).

Kausika continues to praise him, saying that though he is a s%dra he is really
abrahmin: ‘Even now I have no doubt that you are a brahmin’ (206.10e-12).
And, from 15 to 26, the vyadha ofters another disquisition about wisdom
and not giving into despair, to which the brahmin responds:

You are a man who has acquired wisdom, you are wise and your
intellect is broad. Because you are satiated with knowledge and you
know the law I do not grieve for you. I bid you farewell, good luck to
you, and may the law protect you. There should be no carelessness in
regard to the law, best of those who uphold the law. (206.27-28)

Kausika does not grieve because he knows the vyidha will continue to
perform his own duty. Adherence to svadbarma—irrespective of how grisly
it might be—is what he must do if he is to advance towards regaining his
brahmin status.

At this point, the PFI re-enters the narrative to declare the hunter’s agreement
and the brahmin’s return to his parents and his total obedience to them
(sarvam Susrisam kytavams, 206.30). The final few verses are simply a brief
dialogue between the two PFIs indicating that the narration is complete.

29 abam hi brabmanah pirvam dsam dvijavaratmaja | vedadhyayi sukusalo vedanginam ca paragab |
atmadosakytair brabmann avastham praptavan imam ||
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Episodic interlocutors and the sources
of their authority

What is most striking about the dharmic expositions of EI 2 and EI 3 is their
capacity to teach about dbarma while simultaneously alluding to its subtlety
and difficulty of interpretation. It is easier to exercise obedience to your
parents than it is to untangle the inconsistencies of dharma, which extend
even to ontology. Equally striking, if not more so, is the constant appeal
to authorities beyond themselves made by the EIs. References are often made
to srayate sruti (199.125199.5, 9; 200.23), iti niscayah (199.15), vrddhanam
1t1 bhasitam (200.2), tat satyam iti dbarand (200.4), dcaras ca satam dharmah
(198.70), srutipramano dbarmab syid iti vrddhanusisanam (197.39cd),
dharmah sa ca satye pratisthitab (198.69), atrapi vidbir ucyate (199.13),
iti smytam (202.11) and yathasrutam idam sarvam (203.51). In addition,
there are many references to the sisza in Chapter 198 to which I have already
alluded. As such they are just communicating what they have heard from
other traditional sources and applying them to their own situation.

All the appeals to authority are found in statements made by the EIs, never
by the PFIs. In part, this is because the woman and the dbarmavyadha are
justifying their own roles, whereas Kausika does not justify his own actions;
he simply listens. Why do EI 2 and EI 3 need to justify their own actions?
Is it because they feel that, from the brahmin’s perspective, they are not up to
scratch? This seems to be one possible conclusion that can be drawn from the
teachings and the positions in which they find themselves in relation
to Kausika.

The kind of certainty associated with these sources, especially used as
a collective, is somewhat contrasted—contradicted would be too strong a
word—with the occurrence of the verb pratibbati at various points in the
text, used by Yudhisthira and then by the dbarmavyidha. Whether or not
used with an interrogative particle, it can convey the sense of doubt, or
at least of questioning. In the use of this by Yudhisthira, Kausika and the
dharmavyddhba (10 times in 199.19, 20, 22-27 and 33), the final use is
perhaps the most significant:

30 And 7 occurring 23 times to indicate a source of authority.
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In the world much can be seen that is topsy-turvy, best of brahmins,
and what is not the law is connected with the law. Is that obvious
to you [tatra kim pratibhati te]? One can talk in many ways about
actions which are lawful and unlawful, however, he who is devoted to
his own job wins great renown. (199.33-34)

This both justifies the dbarmavyadha in his own occupation and highlights
the real difficulties of interpreting dbarma in the manner Yudhisthira already
brought up in Chapter 196. Arguably, it brings together one of the PFIs with
two of the EIs, though I would rather see it as Yudhisthira mirroring Kausika,
as both feel remorse for violence they have committed or will commit.

Conclusion

While the interpretative emphasis in these 11 chapters will necessarily centre
on the two separate, though closely related kazhas of the brahmin Kausika
and the education he receives, it also interrogates the conduct and attitude
of Yudhisthira, if only because he is the initial questioner. But for those who
know the text, it is essential the underlying themes of this 2kbyana are read
in relation to Yudhisthira, who is so well known as the dbarmarija. The
subtlety of dbarma in the face of problems of its correct interpretation is
epitomised in the behaviour of Kausika, and through him of Yudhisthira,
whose doubts about correct dbarma and his own dharmic role are legion
throughout the Mahabharata.

Yet, if the teachings on dharma are exposited with a high degree of clarity in
this mahdatmya—even in the face of its continually professed subtlety—it is
still necessary to ask why these teachings had to be given, and why they must
be given continually. I note, too, that they are delivered in terms of a narrative
plot, in which two of the principal characters are a compromised brahmin
and an ex-brahmin. Not only is there entertainment value in adopting this
approach, it also must reflect the fluidity of rigid adherence to dharmic
prescriptions in changing urban and even rural environments. Of course, the
entire subject of dharmic fluidity under straitened circumstances dominates
the main narrative of the Mahabharata in which many of the prominent
characters experience great difficulty conforming with their karmically
defined identities. Though the teachings on dharma may have been designed
to develop the framework of a ‘perfect world’, there is a constant recognition
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through the two epics and purinas that the world can never be like this.
Furthermore, it is a question of (sva) karma and (sva) dbarma being brought
together here as they are in so many parts of the Mahabhdrata.

In the final analysis, the two kathas told in the mahatmya are human-interest
stories. The method is the same as that used in contemporary electronic and
print journalism when a particular law or government policy is illustrated
within the context of a life event of a particular individual. That is, instead
of simply stating what the formal, more abstract aspect of a prescribed mode
of conduct might be, they show how it works effectively/ineffectively in
recognisable life situations.

What would be the difference if Markandeya, in answering Yudhisthira’s
questions, had just stated the prescriptions immediately at the end of Chapter
196? In providing their exposition within a particular plot framework,
a ‘living’ example is given of what can go wrong when ascription of social
status is given against what is dharmic behaviour. Even though ‘fictional’, it
brings out in a more vibrant manner what would be only a set of prescriptions
if given in the typical manner of dbarmasistra. Though what has been said
at length by the housewife, to which the brahmin has responded, has been
narrated by Markandeya, his use of direct speech in allowing the Els to
speak gives to what is said a sense of immediacy, much more so than if he
had just summarised it himself. Emotional judgements come into play, then
justifications are given for lifestyles initially frowned on by Kausika. Use of
the sophisticated interlocutory system is the key for allowing this to happen.

In the final analysis, this mahatmya contains 433 verses and, of these, arguably
48 relate to interlocutory activity, with all these ultimately recited by the PFIs
(Markandeya and Yudhisthira) but including Markandeya’s narration of the
EIs’ interlocutory activity. This amounts to about 12 per cent of the total.
Though seemingly small in comparison with the verses describing narrated
action, the interlocutory system remains highly significant, because it is so
successful in advancing the narrative smoothly and incorporating subjects
that on the surface seem quite different to each other.
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