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Abstract

Kuru king Dhrtarastra and his companion Samjaya belong to the few
epic characters with intra and extradiegetic functions. They feature in the
narration of the Mahabbarata as interlocutors establishing the narrative
frame of the battle books and in the epic narrative as ‘narrated’ characters.
In academic studies, the two characters do not receive much attention. The
intradiegetic interactions between Dhrtarastra and Samjaya, in particular,
have not been studied in great detail, although they play a significant role
in the epic narrative. This significance will be explored by dealing with the
narrative function of these interactions in the Udyogaparvan (UdP), in
which the two characters feature prominently. Their prominent role suits the
main task of the UdP: the narration of the negotiations about war and peace.
Drawing on a literary studies approach, the analysis focuses on the literary
structure and the topics of their conversations and explores connections with
dramatic literature.
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Introduction

Kuru king Dhrtarastra and his companion Samjaya belong to the few epic
characters with intra and extradiegetic functions." In academic studies,
the two characters have not received much attention, except when dealing
with the epic’s narrative frames® and its depiction of guilt and grief.” The
intradiegetic interactions between Dhrtarastra and Samjaya have not been
studied in great detail, although they play a significant role in the narrative.
Onereason for this neglectis that the two are of ten treated as ‘minor’ characters
when compared with the fighting heroes—the ‘major’ characters who have
attracted considerable scholarly attention. Major characters are considered to
drive the action and be equipped with individual traits and personal histories.
However, the criteria for measuring ‘minor’ and ‘major’ parts vary, as is the
case with Samjaya. Apart from Samjaya being the son of Galvagani, a sita
(charioteer, bard), we do notknow much about his provenance, appearance or
exact position at Dhrtrastra’s court. He is variously called ‘bard’, ‘charioteer’,*
‘advisor’ and ‘factotum’ (Mangels 1994: 97). Such vagueness is often typical
of a minor figure, as is pointed out by Mangels (1994: 143), who talks of
the ‘kleine Sita Samjaya’, but at the same time emphasises Samjaya being
perhaps one of the most prolific intradiegetic narrators.

Unlike Samjaya, sufficient information about Dhrtarastra’s provenance
and character traits is given to make him a major character. Furthermore, as
one of the few protagonists, the blind king lives through almost the entire
narrated time; he accompanies the epic plot from its prehistory to almost the
end of the epic. He took responsibility for the Pindavas and widowed Kunti
and had the young boys educated together with his own sons. He supported
Duryodhana’s intrigue to lure the Pindavas away from Hastinapura.
But then he arranged for the partition of the kingdom (Book 1). He half-
heartedly tried to prevent the dice game and declared the conversion of the
Pandavas’ enslavement into exile (Book 2). At the end of the exile, he tried to
prevent the war (Book 5) and then functioned as a counterpart of Samjaya
in the intradiegetic narrative frame of the battle books (6-9). After the

1 Apart from the epic author Krsna Dvaipayana Vyasa and the frame-dialogue partners Janamejaya
and Vaisampayana, who by default feature as narrated figures within the narrative frame constituted by
Ugrasravas and Saunaka; sage Niarada also belongs to this group (see Malinar 2015).

2 See Mangels (1994); Minkowski (1989: 406 ft.); Hiltebeitel (2001: 57-61); Malinar (2005); and
Himeen-Anttila (2019).

3 See Hill (1993); and Hudson (2007, 2013).

4 Sharma (2000: 263n.45) deals with the meaning and caste status of s#¢ as charioteer and bard and
suggests that, in Samjaya, the sense of charioteer also blends with the meaning of bard.
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war, he appeared on the battlefield (Book 11), then moved to Yudhisthira’s
residence and performed together with Yudhisthira the memorial offerings
for the dead heroes (Book 12). Finally, he decided to retreat to the forest
with Gindhiri and Kunti (Book 14), where all three died (Book 15). When
seen from a literary perspective, Dhrtarastra is a complex character as he is
given intradiegetic and extradiegetic functions: he is the narrated character,
interlocutor of an intradiegetic frame and narrator of an abridged version of
the epic. In some parts of the epic (the UdP, for instance), his thoughts and
emotions are narrated extensively. In these instances, his advisors, Samjaya
and Vidura, play an important role as well. The interactions with the advisors
complicate the figure of the blind king and point to his essential role in the
unfolding of the epic narrative.

This role has, however, been rather neglected in Mahibbirata research.
Dhrtarastra has mostly been dismissed as a ridiculous ‘secondary character’,
a ‘failed’ and ‘morally inferior’ figure who cannot control his feelings,
pushes aside normative and moral concerns and does not care for religious-
philosophical knowledge. He is mostly viewed as a weak king, an old man
prone to laments and self-pity. In one of the few studies that deals with
Dhrtarastra, Hill (1993) has pointed out that the blind king’s role is not so
‘minor’ when considering the question of who is responsible for the course
of events. But he concludes that the king’s characterisation as ‘chronically
indecisive’ is less complex than Yudhisthira’s since the former refuses
responsibility by pointing to the workings of fate. In addition, Samjaya’s
advice shows inconsistencies (Hill 1993: 11). Hudson (2007, 2013) views
Dhrtaristra as a negative example of the epic’s central message that one must
overcome grief by facing the consequences of one’s deeds (karman) instead
of putting the blame on ‘fate’. In focusing mostly on what the king’s advisors
say, Hudson (2013: 142) claims that the epic depicts the aged king as ‘morally
wanting’ and encourages ‘our increasing estrangement’ from him. In Hill’s
view, the epic presents karman and fate as closely linked. For Hudson, they
signify different viewpoints. She argues that Dhrtarastra refuses to embrace
the karman doctrine that would help him accept that he is both agent and
victim of suffering. Hill and Hudson raise important points about the
certainly ambiguous, even dubious role of Dhrtarastra in the configuration
of the epic’s much-debated moral messages. However, the focus on the moral

5 Instudies dealing with the mythological and Vedic background of the epic, Dhrtarastra is connected
to the gods Bhaga (Dumézil 1959) and Varuna (Johnsen 1966); von Simson (1984: 211) accepts the latter
identification and furthermore connects the blind king to Venus, the Evening Star (p. 198).
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of the tale results in discussing only selected passages without dealing with
their literary context, and the exchanges between the king and his advisors
are not studied in greater detail. To explore the role of Dhrtarastra and his
interactions with Samjaya (and Vidura) in unfolding the epic plot and its
narrative semantics, a more comprehensive approach to the texts is necessary,
which also addresses the interplay between literary structures and religious-
philosophical ideas. Otherwise, there is the risk of passing judgements on
the protagonists while neglecting the literary character of the epic and the
complexity of the issues it raises.

Methodological considerations

The following discussion focuses on the depiction of Dhrtaristra and the
interactions with Samjaya in the UdP in which the two characters feature
prominently. By drawing on a literary studies approach, the analysis deals
with the literary structure and the topics of their conversations. It will ask
which narrative domains the two characters occupy and what is their role in
the epic’s narrative semantics. Their prominent role is intrinsically connected
to the main task of the UdP: the narration of negotiations about war and
peace, which mark a turning point in the plot and the transition to battle
books. In the UdP, the major characters of both parties are assembled again.
It is the first time they assemble after the dice game and the last time before
the battle, in which many of them will die and thus leave the narrative as
acting characters. The UdP offers a detailed account of how they are tied to
each other in ways that lead to war. The conflict between the two parties is
not a neat opposition since it is depicted both as a clash of interests and values
and as a drama of conflicting emotions that entwines the characters across
the two parties. The protagonists fight with and for each other, but some also
wrestle with themselves, with emotional conflicts and with the ambiguity
of norms and values. All this amounts to a complex constellation that the
epic poets present with great care and effort. Consequently, a considerable
part of the action in the UdP consists of debating these conflicts in character
speech. These speeches present arguments, admonishments and advice, but
also express emotions.

6 Employing a psychological perspective, Hudson (2007) detects in Dhrtarastra ‘prideful arrogance’
paired with an inability to act (p. 38), ‘weaknesses as a father’ (p. 45) and other flaws that prevent ‘his
moral awakening’ (p. 47). In a more nuanced discussion of Dhrtarastra as being both an agent and a victim
of suffering for the overall message of the epic (to overcome suftering), Hudson (2013) explores selected
passages in which the old king is listening to his advisors (Vidura and Samjaya).
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The display of emotions is a characteristic feature of the interactions between
Dhrtarastra and Samjaya. Their conversations increase the dramatic tension
by unfolding the king’s inner conflict, which is mirrored and at the same time
intensified by Samjaya’s often reproachful comments. Other characters in
the UdP—Yudbhisthira, for instance—also struggle with the question of what
is the right or wrong course of action, draw on normative and moral premises
and calculate loss and profit. However, Dhrtarastra is the only one wrestling
with an inner emotional and intellectual conflict that is deepened by his
being aware of it and by the constraints he suffers due to his blindness.
Samjaya responds to the king’s struggle not so much with arguments and
instructive tales as with emotionally tinged rebuke. The elaborated narration
of this conflict suggests that the epic composers had intentions other than
merely showing up the aged king as a ‘failed’, ‘morally wanting’ character
who cannot overcome his emotions by heeding law and better knowledge.
The narration of the emotional dimensions of familial discord points to the
intention to explore what seems to puzzle Dhrtarastra most: the love (szeba)
for his son. His fate lies not in grief and fear, but in being attached to a son
who seems undeserving of his love. Seen from this perspective, the figure of
Dhrtarastra entwines epic discourses of fate and guilt with those of parental
and familial love. Thereby the affective dimensions driving the epic narrative
come to the fore and Dhrtarastra plays a vital role in this respect. The aged
king occupies a narrative domain that points to the limitations of law, reason
and knowledge when used to counter unconditional (parental) love. This
love is highly ambiguous. On the one hand, it is something deeply human
and constitutes an elementary bond of sociality and, on the other, considered
dangerous when undermining other bonds.

While most characters display emotions at some point in the narrative, not
all are characterised by their emotionality or an emotional conflict, as is the
case with Dhrtarastra. When emotions feature prominently in the epic,
they imbue it with drama. In these instances, the narration includes the
articulation and display of emotions (fainting, shedding tears and so on)
and thus shows features that connect it to theatrical plays.” Furthermore, the

7 See Malinar (2007b) on Arjuna displaying theatrical bbdvas at the beginning of the Bhagavadygita;
and Tubb (1991) and Hudson (2013) for Anandavardhana’s reading of the epic from the perspective of
the rasa theory.
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UdP draws on drama also in using the display of emotions and the staging
of speeches as literary devices. In such instances, the narration turns into an
ornately crafted drama.®

In dealing with the intradiegetic functions of the conversations embedded
in the Janamejaya—Vaiampayana frame and the presentation of Dhrtarastra
and Samjaya as ‘narrated figures’,” narratological approaches and terminology
are employed.'® This literary studies approach entails distinguishing between
the different levels of narration and how they influence the depiction
of the agency of the protagonists (such as focalisation) and exploring how
the characters relate to the fictional world of the epic. Since the following
analysis focuses on the interactions between characters, their ways of relating
to the events are of particular importance. This means paying attention to
the different modalities that structure the story’s fictional world and the
relationships of the protagonists to that world. In literary theory, these modes
are referred to as ‘narrative modalities’ or ‘propositional attitudes’ and play an
essential role in narrative semantics—the organisation of meaning creation
in the story’s fictional world." One narrative modality can organise a plot
as a whole, but different modalities can be combined, resulting in a complex
story (Dolezel 1976, 1980). In drawing on philosophical terminology, these
modalities are called ontological (what is accepted as real, possible and
so on), deontic (norms, notions of obligation, permission, prohibition),
axiological (morality, notions of good and bad, indifference), epistemic
(belief, knowledge, ignorance) and so on (Ryan 1985). The modalities also
shape the characters’ thoughts and actions in the world of the story. Their
respective ‘modal systems’ or ‘propositional attitudes’ constitute the ‘world-
representing acts of individuals’. They reveal ‘relative worlds of the narrative
universe (epistemic or knowledge worlds, hypothetical worlds, intention
worlds, wish worlds, moral values, obligation worlds, and alternate worlds)’
(Ronen 1990: 839). These ‘relative worlds’ comprise different components
that influence a character’s relationship to the fictional world and can

8  This dramatic quality connects the narration of the UdP with that of the dice game, in addition to
the frequent references to the dice game in the UdP. These features of the epic narration will be explored
in a separate study.

9  Conversations within the ‘outer’ narrative frame (Ugrasravas—Saunaka) and the exchanges between
Samjaya and Dhrtarastra as interlocutors constituting the narrative frame of the battle books will be
included in a separate study. As the analysis primarily deals with the literary structure, text-historical
aspects connected with the two protagonists (as pointed out by Mangels 1994) will not be addressed here.
10 See Genette (1998); and Bal (2009). Some elements of this approach have been used for studying the
epic, by Minkowski (1989); Mangels (1994); Malinar (2005, 2015, 2017, 2022).

11 See Todorov (1971); Pavel (1980); Dolezel (1976, 1988); Ronen (1990).
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produce inner tensions as well as conflicts with other characters. A typical
constellation is a clash between ‘wish-world’ and ‘obligation-world’ when
the desired object is undesirable because of normative rules prohibiting its
acquisition (in the Mababhdrata, for instance, Yudhisthira’s claim for his
property necessitates waging war against his relatives). This structure can be
further complicated if conflicting axiological and moral propositions are at
stake that would remove normative premises (for instance, when breaching
the norm produces something ‘good’; in the Mahibhirata, Yudhisthira’s
war against his relatives and breaking the ksatriya code of conduct aim
to restore righteousness). In such a constellation, any action taken could
produce undesirable results and confront decision-makers with dilemmas.

The characters” modal systems are connected to the organisation of the plot
in various ways. Characters may share, for instance, the same ontological
assumptions (in the Mahabharata, they accept the existence of gods, demons
and so on), but follow divergent normative ones (in the Mahibhirata,
they champion different interpretations of what is dbarma or the norms
of action). Therefore, the plot may be semantically homogeneous at one
level but partitioned and heterogeneous at another.'” Furthermore, the
‘relative worlds’ expressed by the protagonists may receive different degrees
of authorisation (by a narrator, for instance). When there is no solid or
persistent authorisation of one of these worlds in the narration, the possible
meaning of an event in the plot and even the plot can become an issue. Such
a literary strategy invites different views and interpretations. An example of
this is the UdP’s juxtaposition of ‘decided’ and ‘hesitant’ characters. In letting
the protagonists voice their propositional attitudes, the UdP points to the
reasons, motifs and emotions that resulted in the decision for the war. Because
the decision-making is made an element of the plot, it remains an issue even
after the war, provoking doubts, complaints and accusations. From a literary
point of view, the absence of a final say about how to interpret the course of
events is not accidental but results from the epic poets’ deliberate effort to
unfold the heterogeneity of the ‘relative worlds’ of the characters. Seen from

12 See Pavel (1980) on different constellations; and Dolezel (1976), who distinguishes between stories
organised through a single modal system (for instance, mystery stories through the epistemic mode) and
more complex ones.
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contextual and intertextual perspectives, the inclusion of conflicting, even
contradictory, views in the storyline points to the coexistence of different
narrations and interpretations of the epic."

The narration of the Udyogaparvan

In the UdP, Dhrtaristra and Samjaya are depicted as being actively involved
in the events before they assume the function as interlocutors in the framing
of the battle books. They resume their roles as narrated characters after
Duryodhana’s death when Samjaya loses the ‘divine eyesight’ that made him
the overall narrator during the battle (10.9.58). The two characters stay in the
narrative until Book 15, in which Dhrtarastra plays an important role again,
while Samjaya recedes into the background. As mentioned, the depiction of
the two characters must not be analysed apart from the literary context: the
deliberations on war and peace. The UdP unfolds a complex constellation of
entwined decision-making,'* which marks the transition to the battle, which
is the next major plot event. The narration of the UdP is characterised by
many verbal interactions that in some instances imbue the book with features
of drama. The dramatic quality of some of the scenes match a book in which
the ‘action’ driving the narrative comprises mainly debates and conversations.
This feature is also supported by the alternation between the two major
scenes of action: Dhrtaristra’s court and Yudhisthira’s headquarters. The
alternation between the two is organised through switches to the extradiegetic
frame (the dialogue between Vaisampiyana and Janamejaya), whereas most
of the information about what is happening ez scéne is circulated by the

13 In an earlier study, I analysed the deliberations as a literary representation of a conflict of values and
an intellectual and normative crisis attested to in contemporary non-literary sources, and about the socio-
historical contexts in the which the epic was probably composed (Malinar 2007b). In the following, the
focus is on their literary function (see also Malinar 2022). From a text-historical perspective, Hill (1993:
20) explains the contradictions and the inconclusiveness of the epic’s treatment of guilt and responsibility
for the catastrophe as follows: “Those who are looking for a logically well-founded solution to the problem
of individual responsibility will not find it in the Mahabharata’s treatment of the incidents. Given the
manner in which the Mababharata grew over centuries, its solution to the problem is, not surprisingly,
more of A+B+C than AorBor C.

14 For a more detailed discussion of this constellation, see Malinar (2022). This entwinement can also
be traced at the level of arguments and a conflict of values; see Malinar (1996, 2007b). Viewing the UdP as
an account of a wrong decision made by only one party or character—namely, Dhrtarastra (Hudson 2013:
117n.33)—reduces its complexity. See Hill (1993) on the inconclusive representation of ‘guilt’ in the epic.
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protagonists themselves.” Furthermore, in several instances, extradiegetic
narration is used to set the stage for character speech. Before discussing
some of the interactions in greater detail, a general outline is given of their
placement in the UdP and of the entwined structure of the deliberations and
the divergent propositional attitudes of the characters.

The sequence of negotiations starts at AMbh 5.20-21 when Yudhisthira’s
envoy, the (nameless) house-priest of Drupada, is sent to Duryodhana’s
court to claim a share of the kingdom. The priest formulates the claim’s legal
basis, mentions the mistreatment and humiliation suffered by the Pandavas
and stresses their military strength (A4bh, 5.20). This speech receives mixed
reactions, revealing the disaccord among the Kauravas (5.21). While Bhisma
supports the claim, Karna rejects it as unfounded. Dhrtarastra sides with
Bhisma. This dissent already demonstrates the positions staked out in the
following deliberations. While Duryodhana, his friend Karna and his
maternal uncle Sakuni reject all claims and are ready to wage war, the elders—
in particular, Dhrtarastra and Bhisma—keep the decision-making process
going as they want to prevent the destruction of the family. This constellation
resembles the one on Yudhisthira’s side, with the critical difference that
he appears reluctant to enforce his claim. His hesitancy is occasionally
supported by one of his brothers but is regularly criticised by his brother-
in-law Krsna, and his wife Draupadi.’® In this constellation, Dhrtarastra
emerges as a figure fulfilling a narrative function like that of Krsna in that
they both counteract certain attitudes of the two primary opponents.
While Dhrtarastra urges his son to find a peaceful solution (counteracting
proneness to war), Krsna insists that Yudhisthira should not relinquish his
claims (counteracting reluctance to war). Dhrtarastra’s failure is mirrored
in Krsna’s success. Consequently, both, but mostly Dhrtarastra, are made
responsible by other characters for the disastrous war. On the other hand,
when focusing on the propositional attitudes accorded to the protagonists, it
becomes clear that Dhrtarastra’s wrestling with the situation resonates with
the depiction of Yudhisthira. Both express contradictions between the modal

15 According to van Buitenen (1978: 134), ‘69 out of 196 chapters’ are ‘strictly speaking irrelevant
to the action’ as they contain ‘other stories’—namely, Vidura’s speeches during Dhrtarastra’s vigil, the
Sanasujatiya (which is not exactly a ‘story’, but rather a didactic text extending Vidura’s sleep-inducing
talk) and the ‘bizarre’ story of Amba. Van Buitenen seems to overlook the fact that, except for Sanatsujata,
we are dealing here with exceptionally long character speeches (in comparison with the rest of the UdP),
which take in one case the form of an insomnia antidote (Vidura) and contain essential ad hominem
passages (see below).

16 Draupadi had also earlier urged her husband to fight Duryodhana—for instance, in her discussion
with Yudhisthira at Mbh 3.32-35. See Malinar (2007a).
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systems that motivate their actions in the world of the story. This tension
contrasts with Duryodhana’s determined stance, which resembles Krsna’s.
Both appear as uncompromising and unbending heroes (although in quite
different ways) as they display a quite homogeneous set of propositional
attitudes. The exchanges between characters—to a considerable extent
conveyed through envoys—reveal the divergent ways in which they relate to
the events that drive the plot. In so doing, the bonds between them also come
to the fore—bonds that turn into grounds for their separation. When seen
from this perspective, Dhrtarastra and Yudhisthira are close to each other in
their struggling with the affective dimension of the familial bonds (and not
only dharmic ones), which is not an issue for Duryodhana and Krsna. In this
way, the UdP prepares the transition not only to the battle books but also
to the postwar situation, in which Dhrtarastra and Yudhisthira reunite in
performing the death rituals and living together in Indraprastha until the old
king retires to the forest. The conflict between the two parties is settled with
the generational transition completed. The interactions between Dhrtarastra
and Samjaya serve to highlight these aspects of the epic narrative.

Dhrtarastra and Samjaya in the UdP

Before discussing the interactions between Dhrtarastra and Samjaya in
more detail, I will give an overview of their placement in the UdP. The first
interaction between Dhrtarastra and Samjaya takes place after Drupada’s
house-priest has delivered the message that the Pandavas demand their share
of the kingdom (5.20). Afterwards, Bhisma and Karna have an argument
(5.21), which Dhrtaristra interrupts by taking sides with the former and
rebuking the latter. He dismisses the house-priest and announces that he will
send Samjaya to Yudhisthira’s headquarters at Upaplavya (5.22). Chapters
5.23-31 cover Samjaya’s diplomatic mission. With Samjaya’s return (5.32),
the scene of action changes back to Hastinapura, where it remains until 5.69.
In the next chapter (5.70), we are taken back to the side of the Pandavas, and
their reactions to Samjaya’s mission are related (5.70-81). This is followed by
an account of Krsna’s journey to the Kuru court (5.82) and the reactions to
his arrival (83-91). Samjaya plays no role in the events during Krsna’s sojourn
(5.92-135), but he reappears when he reports to Dhrtaristra a conversation
he overheard between Krsna and Karna (5.138—41). The narration returns to
the Pandavas’ place, where Krsna reports what has happened and the decision
is made to march the troops to Kuruksetra (5.145-51). Vai$ampiyana relates
that Duryodhana is informed about this move and orders his army to march



4. BATTLING INNER CONFLICTS

out (152). At 5.156.2, Dhrtarastra, who stays behind in Hastinapura, asks
Samjaya to tell him what is going on. Before Samjaya does what the old king
asks, he voices another round of reproaches. This exchange establishes the
intradiegetic narrative frame (Dhrtarastra—Samjaya) up to 5.194.22, where
the UdP ends by switching back to Vaisampayana as the extradiegetic narrator
(5.195-96). Let us have a closer look at some of these interactions.

Dhrtarastra’s instruction (Mbh, 5.22)

In his first speech in the UdP (5.22), Dhrtarastra tells Samjaya to go to
Upaplavya. He instructs him to pay homage to Yudhisthira and congratulate
him on mastering the undeserved exile. Samjaya should also declare that the
Pandavas will quickly ‘find their peace in us’ (tesam santir vidyate’ smdsu;
5.22.2) when they, who were wronged, remain favourable (or subservient).
This statement can be read as demanding quiescence in suggesting that
the Pandavas should desist from war so that an arrangement can be found.
Dhrtarastra then talks about the Pindavas and his son Duryodhana and
concludes his speech urging Samjaya to do whatever it takes to prevent war.
He stresses that he wants peace with the Pandavas (dbrtarastrab pandavaib
Santim ipsub; 5.22.36). Dhrtarastra’s praise of the Pandavas is combined with
reproachful remarks about Duryodhana. The comparison of the opponents
results in fears and worries about the war that motivate the king’s suing for
peace. He states that he has never seen any falseness in the Pandavas, who
behave perfectly and remain generous to their friends. On the Kuru side, they
have no enemy but one, his son. Dhrtarastra regards him as evil, false, dull-
witted (manda), lacking all the qualities he finds in the Pandavas. But he also
views his son as a young man indulging in his blossoming masculinity, which
makes him think that he did splendidly so far. Only a child (b4la) would
think that the Pandavas should give up their share of the kingdom. Being
neither a child nor a young man, Dhrtarastra concludes that this share should
be handed over (22.9). On this note, his thoughts come back to the Pandavas
and their allies, who are not only powerful but also devoted to Yudhisthira’s
cause (bhakta, bhaktimat; 22.18, 20) and will undoubtedly destroy his line
of the family. The king closes his speech (in which the word ‘fate’ is not
mentioned) with praise of Krsna’s valour. He stresses the latter’s Visnu-
like invincibility that makes his heart tremble (which is again contrasted
with Duryodhana’s false judgement). However, the king’s fear of Krsna is
surpassed by that of Yudhisthira’s wrath (manyu). Now, says Dhrtarastra, it
is Samjaya’s task to prevent the destruction of the Kurus and do everything
to pacify the Pandavas.
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Apart from revealing the motive for dispatching Samjaya, this speech is
an excellent example of the contrasting appraisal of the two parties, which
is a characteristic feature of the old king’s discourses (see also 5.51-52).
Duryodhana, in particular, is regularly called manda (‘dull-witted’),
durbuddhi and durdatman. As an assessment voiced by the ‘villain’s’ own
father," it stresses the epic composer’s partiality for the Pandavas and the
legitimacy of their claim. However, it also highlights the conflict that turns
Dhrtarastra’s inability to follow his insights into a character trait that is
complicated because he is aware of it. This complication unfolds further
in the conversations that take place after Samjaya’s return from his mission
(narrated at 5.23-31).%%

Samjaya’s ‘unofficial’ message (Mbh, 5.32)

It seems remarkable that Samjaya’s ‘official’ report about his mission is
preceded by a speech in which he blames Dhrtaristra for the wrong that
has been done to the Pandavas. This speech takes place on his return from
Upaplavya (5.32). It sets the stage for the further depiction of Dhrtarastra’s
inner conflict, which is one of the drivers of the deliberations in the UdP.
From a literary point of view, it also serves to redirect the focus of the
narration back to the side of the Kurus and thus entwines the two scenes of
action. This entwinement is brought about by a mise-en-scéne of Samjaya’s
entrance and his emotionally tinged speech.” Extradiegetic narrator
Vaisampayana’s task is to set the stage. He relates that having carried out
Dhrtarastra’s order, Samjaya reached Hastinapura late in the evening, quickly
entered the palace and spoke to the doorkeeper (32.2). The narration now
switches to character speech. Samjaya orders the doorkeeper to announce his
return to the king and that he wants to speak to him. Next, we listen to the
doorkeeper’s announcement, followed by Dhrtarastra’s slightly impatient
reply to summon his envoy immediately. When the scene of action changes
again, Vaiéampayana offers a glimpse into the king’s chamber. The king sits
on the lion-throne surrounded by ‘wise and noble Aryas’, when Samjaya
greets him politely (32.6). Next, Samjaya reports that he went to the Pandavas
and conveys Yudhisthira’s greetings. Dhrtarastra asks about Yudhisthira, and

17 Unsurprisingly, this echoes similar views on the side of the Pandavas.

18  Samjaya’s conversations with Yudhisthira and Krsna cannot be dealt with within the scope of this
chapter. For an analysis of the arguments, see Malinar (1996, 2007b); and for their role in the narration of
decision-making, see Malinar (2022).

19  Furthermore, it anticipates a pattern of introducing reports and thus of narrating events, which is a
characteristic feature of Samjaya in his role as an intradiegetic narrator of the battle books.
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this sets off Samjaya’s reproachful reply. At first, he states that Yudhisthira is
well, even better than before. He is cheerful, learned, intelligent and virtuous,
and values harmlessness (anysamsya) more than dbarma® and dharma
more than ‘piling up wealth’. On this note, Samjaya states that seeing the
constraint (zzyama) under which Yudhisthira is living in the household of
the Matsya king is like seeing a man who struggles as he is yoked or directed by
another (paraprayukta), like a wooden puppet on a string. Using a metaphor
that in the epic mainly illustrates the working of fate (dazva, disti) or a divine
disposer (vidhaty), Samjaya hints at Dhrtarastra (and implicitly Duryodhana)
as the ‘other’ who is holding Yudhisthira down, playing the part of fate in
the Pandavas’ life. For him, it is a fate made by man; it is caused by karman:
‘I think that fate is karman following a man.” This line of thought is pursued
further when he next points to Dhrtarastra and his karmadosa (‘damaging,
sinful acts’). The damage done by his master is a recurrent topic in Samjaya’s
reproachful speeches.?” This is typically combined with a reference to the dice
game as the moment when Dhrtarastra gave in to the will of his son.

Seeing what exile and incognito life at the court of Virita have done to
Yudhisthira seems to have touched a chord with Samjaya, who probably
knows very well what it means to be ‘yoked to another’. In any case,
his sympathies do not result in lament, in trying to rouse Dhrtarastra’s
compassion, but in indignation about the unfair treatment, which, in his
view, is unworthy of his master and threatens to ruin both reputation and
fortune. He points out that Yudhisthira has shed evil (pzpa) like a snake its old
skin and cast it off to Dhrtarastra. The blame (#pakrosa) is now on the latter,
whose karman has become a part of him, like a limb, and will accompany
him to the yonder-world (32.15). Influenced by his son (putravasinuga), he
is hoping to enjoy wealth without the Pandavas. But this is what low-born
men do, not someone like him; it is unlike him. Not being foolish and with all
the resources (counsellors, and so on) at his disposal, Samjaya wonders how
Dhrtarastra could commit such a cruel deed (andnrsamsyam karma; 32.19).
Should Yudhisthira counter ‘the evil with evil’, the new evil has already been
cast off on Dhrtarastra, who must take the blame (nznda; 32.21). Samjaya

20 On dnysamsya, see Hiltebeitel (2001: 206-14).

21 Manye param karma daivam manusyat (Mbb, 5.32.12). Van Buitenen translates: ‘I think karman
is fate that exceeds the man.” While ‘exceeds’ suits the idea of transmigration in pointing to consequences
of karman that exceed a man’s present life, the context of the passage suggests that the emphasis here is on
the point that the consequences of a deed stick to the doer; they catch up with him unescapably like fate.
This is what is also pointed out in the next verse when Samjaya talks about Dhrtarastra’s sinful acts.

22 See also Mangels (1994: 104); Hill (1993).
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makes clear that he views fighting against one’s relatives to enforce one’s
claims, as Yudhisthira seems ready to do, as sinful.” Yet, the king’s wrongful
actions allow Yudhisthira to pass on the blame.

Next, Samjaya cites King Bali, who examined the qualities (virtues) of what
is achieved by acts and concluded that time (k4/) is the cause of everything.
The sense organs are the seats of all knowledge and one should cater to
them. However, others say that all depends on karman. Samjaya adopts
this position, again championing the karman doctrine, when he exclaims:
‘I blame you for the hostility between the Bharatas!” (32.27). He accuses his
master of being the only person in the world who has fallen under the control
of his sons (vasam gantd; 32.28) and reminds him that he praised his greedy
son at the dice game. He asks the blind king to see (pasya; 32.28) that without
peace, destruction is inevitable and says that the king cannot protect the Earth
because he is powerless (durbalyatvat; 32.29). With this scathing remark,
Samjaya ends his address, says he is tired from the ride home, announces that
he will convey Yudhisthira’s message the next day and exits, leaving a silent
Dhrtarastra alone. The speech sets the tone for his other rebukes in the UdP
and it sets the stage for what happens next: Dhrtarastra awaits a sleepless
night. The following conversation with Vidura shows that the king has heard
and understood his envoy well. Conversely, the king’s conversation with
Vidura is significant also for the characterisation of Samjaya, and therefore
shall be included in the analysis.*

Vidura’s double-edged discourse (Mbh, 5.32-40)

The scene remains the same and character speech continues; Vaisampayana’s
only task is to inform us that the king spoke to his doorkeeper. Dhrtarastra
orders the doorkeeper to summon Vidura, his brother and confidant.
Again, the doorkeeper has his word (cf. 5.32.4). As before with Samjaya,
Vaisampiayana briefly describes the setting of the following conversation by
relating that Vidura, ‘with folded hands’, approached the king, who was
lost in thought. Dhrtarastra relates that Samjaya has returned and blamed
him (garbayitva; 33.9) for the Pindavas’ misery. Tomorrow Yudhisthira’s
message will be announced in the assembly. Tormented by fears and worries
about this message, the old king’s limbs are burning and he cannot find

23 In a similar vein during his mission in Upaplavya, Samjaya tried to persuade Yudhisthira to
abstain from war (see Mbb, 5.25). See Malinar (2007b) on these arguments and their connection to the
Bhagavadgita, and Malinar (2022) on Yudhisthira’s reaction to this message.

24 This triangular constellation is another echo of the dice game. See Hudson (2013) on the actions
of the two advisors at the dice game.
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sleep. Therefore, Vidura should give soothing speeches to fight off his inner
turmoil (33.12). These statements stress the impact of Samjaya’s reproach
and the tension created in the king by postponing the official message to the
next day. The king’s waking is narrated in 12 chapters (5.33-45, more than
650 verses including the Sanatsujatiya) and is thus made an element of the
epic narrative.” According to van Buitenen (1978: 134), these chapters do
not function as a retardation that would create suspense for an extradiegetic
audience. However, this does not mean they are ‘irrelevant to the action’ as
van Buitenen states because the epic composers continue very carefully by
elaborating Dhrtarastra’s inner conflict as an essential element of the action
that is driving the UdP as a whole. The king’s waking is an occasion to
address this conflict at still other levels of discourse—namely, gnomic-§astric
knowledge about dbarma and artha (Vidura) and religious-philosophical
instruction (Sanatsujata).*

Vidura’s instructions are marked by a remarkable contrast between a rather
noncommittal, and indeed tiring, listing of gnomic-$astric knowledge and
more personal addresses warning the king of further wrongdoing. At first,
these addresses are placed at the end of each speech and then interspersed
in the gnomic parts.”” These latter parts with their listing of proverbial
wisdom could well have the desired ‘sleep-inducing’ effect.”® But the passages
in which Vidura admonishes the king to give the Pandavas their due and
warns him of the destruction of the family achieve the exact opposite: they
are veritable wake-up calls that prevent the king from falling asleep. Vidura’s
personal addresses complement Samjaya’s rebukes in both style and content.
Dhrtarastra’s sparse but significant reactions to Vidura’s counterpoints
provide further insights into the king’s inner conflict.

Vidura makes the following points: Dhrtarastra has raised and educated the
sons of his brother; he now should continue to act like the father they see
and seek in him. He should give them their share of the kingdom and live

25 It should be noted that the waking (prajagira) is also included in the summary of contents at Mbh
1.2.50.

26 In van Buitenen’s (1978: 180-81) view, the first provides admonishment and warning, the second
hope and consolation. He also connects the speeches to the UdP’s general tendency to demonstrate the
undesirability of war and doubts ‘that this effort of stalling is a narrative device to increase suspense on the
part of the listener or reader’. Instead, the UdP treats the war as a ‘moral embarrassment’. This view seems
to be a rather one-sided interpretation of the complex entwinement of the war and peace debates. On the
role of grief in the epic in general, see Hudson (2013).

27 Mbb, 5.33.103—4; 34.78-83; 35.66—67; 36.68-72; 37.18-19, 38-42, 59-60; 38.43—44; 39.2-6,
15-30, 68-70.

28  Van Buitenen (1978: 180) speaks of ‘Vidura’s relentlessly incessant rainy-season pitter-patter of
peanuts of wisdom that should have lulled to sleep the most insomniac of warriors’.
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happily together with all the sons. In this way, he will no longer be suspected
(tarkaniya; 33.104). This cryptic remark seems to point to the precarious
position of Dhrtarastra as the custodian of his brother’s sons, who are, when
seen from the perspective of kinship rules, no less his sons than those born
to him.* Therefore, his social reputation as father and king depends on
treating all his sons fairly. Dhrtarastra’s affection for Duryodhana amounts
to a partiality that casts doubt on his righteousness and moral fibre. This
interpretation is corroborated when Vidura next warns the king that his own
sons’ buddhi (‘faculty of judgement’) is obsessed with their hostility towards
the Pandavas, and they therefore misjudge the situation. Such misjudgement
indicates that the gods have settled on someone’s destruction. Therefore,
Yudhisthira must rule the kingdom as he has all the qualities needed
(34.78-83). In the next personal address at the end of 5.35, Vidura tells the
king he must not adhere to the idea that he will prosper by placing the power
(aisvarya) in Duryodhana. He should behave like a father to the Pandavas,
who treat him as one (35.66—67). In the middle of Vidura’s next recital of
gnomic sayings (5.36), the old king suddenly reacts to what is said about the
topic of the desirability of detachment. This sudden reaction demonstrates
that parallel to the gnomic discourse, not only Vidura but also Dhrtarastra
are pondering their anxieties. While Vidura brings his worries home in
perorations, Dhrtarastra suddenly exclaims that his mind is constantly upset
as he has wronged Yudhisthira, who will destroy his ‘dull-witted’ (manda)
sons (36.47). He urges Vidura to tell him something that does not upset him;
however, Vidura seems unwilling to comply. He ends his speech by reminding
the king that he did not listen to him before (at the dice game) and urges him
to do better now and stop Duryodhana. Then he will live happily together
with the Pandavas in a single kingdom (36.68—72). All this is repeated in the
following speech with three personal addresses emphasising the advantages
of having family and kingdom united under Yudhisthira’s rule (37.18-19,
38-42, 59-60). Vidura compares such a union with the profitable alliance
between tigers (Pindavas) and the forest (Kurus). At the end of the next
speech, Vidura compares Duryodhana’s imminent downfall with that of
King Bali, who was also intoxicated by power (38.43—44). Dhrtarastra replies
that all is a matter of fate and man is like a puppet on a string, subject to what
has been ordained (39.1).

29 In his interpretation of the Mbh as mirroring the structure of a potlatch ritual, Held (1935: 302-3)
has discussed this kinship structure emphasising the issue of seniority in the conflict of the two ‘phratries’,
and notes Dhrtarastra’s ambiguous paternal agency when coping with the conflicting claims of his own
and his adopted ‘sons’.
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Vidura seems to have understood that his brother alludes here to what is fate
for him: to his son to whom he is attached and emotionally dependent like
a puppet on a string. Assuming such understanding explains why Vidura
immediately turns to the topic of love. Says Vidura: “The one becomes beloved
for his gifts, the other for his pleasant words, the third for his power of spells
and herbs, but he who is loved is loved.”*® With the last line, Vidura touches
the heart of the matter: the riddle of groundless, even undeserved, love and
the drama of loving an apparently undeserving person—here, a ruthless son
and an intransigent, self-indulgent warrior. The drama is heightened by
the presence of an obviously better candidate for such love: a virtuous and
righteous son, Yudhisthira. Vidura alludes to this when he points out that
a loved one should be characterised by good deeds, suggesting an intrinsic
connection between love and virtue. However, Dhrtarastra’s reply confirms
the line ‘who is loved is loved’. Despite all objections and against his better
knowledge, heloves Duryodhana better. He replies that what Vidura is saying
is well meant and correct, but ‘T cannot bear to give up my son. Where there
is law, there is victory’ (39.7). At the end of 5.40, he also discloses how this
fateful and fatal love works:

Every time my resolve has settled thus in favour of the Pindavas, it
again turns around to Duryodhana, when I am near to him. Fate
cannot be overcome by any mortal being. What is done is only fate,
I think. Human acts are just useless. (AMbb, 5.40.29-30)*"

These statements end the conversation with Vidura, which is followed by the
Sanatsujatiya. Furthermore, they make clear that at the centre of Dhrtarastra’s
thought is not fate in general,* but Duryodhana and the love he feels for him
constitute his fate.

30  priyo bhavati danena priyavidena ciparab | mantram milabalendnyo yab priyah priya eva sab
(Mbh, 5.39.3; translation by van Buitenen 1978), with the note (p. 545) on the verse, in which van
Buitenen rejects the reading of the Critical Edition and reads mantramilabalenanyo.

31 sd tu buddbip krtapy evam pandavin prati me sada | duryodbanam samdsidya punar viparivartate |/
na distam abbyatikrantum sakyam martyena kena cit | distam eva kytam manye panrnsam tu nirvarthakam
// (Mbh, 5.40.29-30). A similar statement is given at 5.156.6, in the last exchange with Samjaya in the UdP
(see below).

32 Hill (1993) focuses on fate as a power on to which some characters shift the blame for what is
happening. In his view, Dhrtrastra ultimately absolves himself of responsibility, while Yudhisthira seems
to admit that he failed during the dice game. Neither the king’s awareness of the wrong he has done nor
the significance of the type of love Dhrtarastra is struggling with is considered. But the epic’s composers
have explored the ambiguities of human action in the case not only of Yudhisthira, as Hill rightfully argues
(1993: 20), but also of Dhrtarastra.
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In other instances, the king uses the word sneba for this kind of love,”
which he seems to represent like no other character in the epic. It is a trait
that determines his role in the epic no less strongly than the dysfunctional
condition caused by his blindness.

In his study of contemporary notions of love, Hara (2007: 87) notes that
sneba is an emotional type of love associated with the element water and
distinguished from k4ma—tiery love that is driven by an egotistic desire
for an object. Sneha is described as a deeply felt affection and attachment,
an emotion defying explanation. The word is often used when dealing with
familial and friendship bonds and often entails empathy, understanding
and unwavering partiality for the beloved. It is viewed as an emotion that
establishes social bonds that are not driven by self-interest or other purposes.
Its groundless, unreasonable character makes it a powerful force that is
difficult to control and can even result in self-destructive actions (Hara
2007: 90-92). For this reason, it is also viewed as a form of folly that must
be controlled and overcome. Otherwise, it will undermine a law-abiding and
prosperous life (dharma and artha) and drive a person to act against his or her
self-interest. On the other hand, the disregard for self-interest distinguishes
this kind of love from egotistic k2ma and is also presented as motivating
altruism and self-sacrifice. This ambiguity is addressed in the epic in stories
depicting the willingness to sacrifice oneself for love** as well as in religious-
philosophical and dharmic discourses warning of the dangers of sneha.® The
conflicts it causes are elaborated in the figure of Dhrtaristra, who wrestles
with this love because he is aware of its detrimental effects.

Dhrtarastra’s blindness does not make him blind to this conflict, which he
experiences as his fate. He thus sees the consequences of this fatal love, and
even sees his buddhi, his faculty of judgement’s resolve, slipping away from
him and turning back to this son again and again. Other characters also
struggle with the king’s reversals, especially Samjaya, Vidura and Yudhisthira.
The last mentioned bitterly complains about this love and the partiality it
entails, which prevents his paternal uncle and social father from deciding in
his favour, and from loving him. The knowledge of the old king’s conflict is
carefully circulated in the narrative so that it becomes a well-known fact for

33 See, for instance, Mbh 3.10.3 to Vyisa and at 15.5.4 to Yudhisthira.

34  See, for instance, the story of the Sarnkakas (Mbh, 1.220-25), the conversation between a brahmin
and his wife in the Baka story (1.145-46), the story of Sibi at M6 3.131 and the conversation between a
vulture and a jackal (12.149).

35 See, for instance, the instruction of Yudhisthira by Simkhya and Yoga expert Saunaka at Mbh 3.2.
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most characters. Since the conflict is an essential element of the narrative, its
elaboration takes up a considerable part of the UdP. It produces paradoxes
and contradictions that puzzle not only the characters confronted with it but
also extradiegetic audiences.’® The nightly conversation with Vidura is thus
by no means ‘irrelevant to the action’ (van Buitenen 1978: 134), since it is in
accordance with the concern of the UdP to not only relate the events that lead
to the marching out of the armies, but also depict the inner conflicts and the
emotional entanglements that make war inevitable. Furthermore, Vidura’s
double-edged discourse complements Samjaya’s rebukes by including
a different level of discourse, in which ‘sleep-inducing’ recounting of gnomic
knowledge is used as the foil for sounding ‘wake-up calls’. Furthermore, these
wake-up calls reveal Vidura’s view on how the conflict should be resolved: by
making Yudhisthira king of a single kingdom. Only when Dhrtarastra makes
clear that he will not give up Duryodhana does Vidura shift his position
and propose to give ‘some little villages’ (¢74maka) to the Pindavas so they
can earn their livelihood (39.19).*” Vidura’s discourse and the solution he
proposes are also critical for delineating Samjaya’s role in the UdP. In contrast
to Vidura, Samjaya does not advocate that Yudhisthira should become the
only ruler. However, with his emotionally tinged, reproachful speeches,
he attacks Dhrtarastra at a more personal level than Vidura. Furthermore,
Vidura’s partiality for the cause of the Pandavas is further emphasised when
Krsna chooses to stay with Vidura during his mission at Hastinapura. This
points to his being involved in the conflict also as a member of the family.
In contrast to him, Samjaya is a member of Dhrtarastra’s household, with
various tasks, and he shows no inhibition in reproaching and scolding his
master, in displaying an emotional involvement. In a rather dramatic way,
these traits come to the fore in the interactions between Dhrtaristra and
Samjaya when they meet again the next morning.

36 Inone of the rare interventions by the extradiegetic audience represented by King Janamejaya, he asks
his bard Vai$ampayana, who had just narrated the heated debate during Krsna’s mission in Dhrtarastra’s
assembly hall, why no-one stopped Duryodhana (A1bh, 5.104).

37  This can be interpreted as hinting at the ‘five-villages’ demand, which Yudhisthira had asked
Samjaya to convey to Duryodhana (Mbh, 5.31.19-20). Vidura also suggests that Dhrtarastra compensates
Duryodhana’s offences and thereby strengthens his reputation (30.30). He urges the king to treat all his
sons (which includes the Pandavas) equally to ensure his prosperity (30.68-70).

111



112

VISIONS AND REVISIONS IN SANSKRIT NARRATIVE

Samjaya’s fainting and the verbal exchange with
Dhrtarastra (Mbh, 5.49-53)

The account of Dhrtarastra’s sleepless night is followed by that of the events
of the next morning, which include another moment of drama: Samjaya’s
fainting in the assembly hall. At Abh S.46, narrator Vaisampayana describes
the setting and the pompous entry of the Kaurava heroes to the assembly
hall, comparing them with the gods arriving at the residence of Indra. Again,
the doorkeeper has a word announcing that ‘our envoy’ has returned ‘on
the chariot ... with the horses from Sindh’ (46.13). In marking the change
of speakers, Vaisampayana adds that Samjaya, wearing earrings, jumped off
the chariot and quickly entered the hall (46.14). This scene is one of the
rare instances in which we learn more about Samjaya than his name and
provenance (see above on ‘minor’ characters). At 5.49, Dhrtarastra asks him
about Yudhisthira’s reaction to the armies arrayed against him and whether
his advisors recommend war or peace to him, ‘who is furious because of the
deception [committed] by the dull-witted [that is, Duryodhana]’ (49.3).%
Samjaya replies that his brothers, his allies and the people revere and trust
Yudhisthira. But when Dhrtarastra asks about the troop strength, there is no
reply. VaiSampayana is switched in to relate what happened (49.10): ‘Samjaya
apparently was ruminating on something for a moment when he heaved a
loud, long sigh. Then by accident, for no obvious reason the sizta became
dismayed [lit., dismay seized him].”” At this point, the narration switches
back to character speech and thereby turns the spotlight directly on what
is happening. The primarily dramatic function of this switching (allowing
audiences to follow the narrative as if it were happening presently) can also
be seen when we hear ‘a man in the assembly’ informing Dhrtarastra that
Samjaya has fainted and fallen to the ground. Unconscious Samjaya does
not say a word, reports the man. The king explains that Samjaya beheld the
Pandavas and this has undoubtedly upset his mind (manas; 49.12). This
comment, like VaiSampayana’s interpretation that Samjaya was overwhelmed
by dismay (kasmala), leaves the exact cause of the turmoil unexplained.*

38  This remark confirms Dhrtarastra’s opinion about his son’s character expressed in his instruction to
Samjaya (Mbh, 5.22) and elsewhere in the epic.

39 nibsvasya subbysam dirgham mubub samcintayann iva | tatranimittato daivat sutam kasmalam
avisat | (Mbh, 5. 49.10). The expression ‘dismay seized him/entered him’ points to an intense and sudden
emotional turmoil and is used in other instances in the epic, as has been pointed out by Hara (2006). See, for
instance, the description of Arjuna’s breakdown at the beginning of the Bhagavadgita (cf. Malinar 2007b).
40  Without discussing the passage in any detail, Mangels (1994: 143) claims that Samjaya went into a
sort of trance and connects this to the ‘divine eye’ given to him before the battle. Hiltebeitel (2001: 57)
follows this interpretation.



4. BATTLING INNER CONFLICTS

Next, a recovered Samjaya clarifies that neither fear nor despair made him
faint; rather, it was seeing ‘the warrior sons of Kunti emaciated by the
constraints of living in the house of the Matsya king’ (49.14; translation by
van Buitenen 1978). This statement connects the fainting to what happened
the night before. In his nightly speech, Samjaya had also stressed his dismay
because of the constraints put on the Pandavas (32.12). The scene also recalls
the sleepless night an upset (#dvejita) Dhrtarastra awaited afterwards. Once
again, the epic poets take great care to direct attention to the emotional
undercurrents that imbue the relationships between the characters and lend
them a dramatic, lively form. At the same time, they entwine the events of
the morning with those of the night before (the message before the official
report is alluded to, the king’s nightly turmoil echoed in the fainting of
Samjaya). In Sanskrit drama, fainting belongs with the shedding of tears,
sweating and so on to the so-called sartvika-bhivas: intense psychophysical
reactions to events.* When protagonists show these reactions (or actors in
a drama do that on purpose), this points to an intense inner involvement
with the events that would otherwise remain invisible. According to the
Natyasistra, the mind (manas) is the seat of this engagement, producing
images, thoughts, emotions, memories and so on, and in this way
contributes to the development of the 7252 and the meaning of a play. In
the epic, these reactions are likewise employed to highlight that a character
is emotionally and mentally overwhelmed.* Fainting shows that something
quite dramatic has happened as the mental processes completely overtake
the body. For this reason, it can also be interpreted as pointing to physical
and mental weakness and thus can be used in drama for different purposes.
Fainting is only occasionally used in the epic—perhaps most strikingly at
the beginning of Book 9. When Samjaya returns from the battlefield and
reports Duryodhana’s death, Dhrtarastra, Vidura and Gandhari and all the
wives of the Kurus faint and fall unconscious to the ground—a sight that
makes Samjaya cry (9.1.37-48). Since Dhrtarastra is generally characterised
as engaged in mental, inner processes due to his blindness, it is no surprise
that he faints twice on this occasion.* The two fainting scenes underline the
solid affective relationship between the king and his confidant.

41 See Natyasastra 6.23; see also Malinar (2010).

42 See Dhrtarastra’s comment about the fainting (Mbb, 5.49.13) or Arjuna’s display of sattvika-bhavas
at the beginning of the Bhagavadgita. See Malinar (2007b: 59-60).

43 See Mbh 3.7.2, when Dhrtaristra faints after Vidura joined the Pandavas after the dice game.
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Samjaya’s following report of the troop strength describes the Pandavas and
their allies in glowing terms and stresses their readiness for war. Dhrtarastra
reacts to his assessment. As in the earlier instruction of Samjaya (5.22; see
above), Dhrtarastra formulates his thoughts and emotions (often addressing
Samjaya directly) regarding the Pandavas, starting with Bhima (5.50), moving
on to Arjuna (5.51) and ending with Yudhisthira (5.52). He again speaks
unfavourably about his son. However, he now draws a more nuanced picture
in that he also blames Bhima for the bleak situation. He openly expresses his
fear of Bhima, which has him heaving ‘long, hot sighs’ in his sleepless nights.**
Past and future actions are entwined when Dhrtarastra, with his inner eye,
sees ‘cruel and impatient” Bhima wielding his club and killing his ‘dull-witted’
sons (50.2-9). In the past, Bhima has proved most hostile, always opposing
his paternal uncle. Dhrtarastra recounts how Bhima tormented his cousin-
brothers in their childhood, which made his heart tremble. For him, Bhima is
the cause of the breach (bbeda) in the family (sa eva betur bhedasya; 50.12).
He states that he could not control him then, how should he now when
Bhima seeks revenge for the mistreatment he suffered from his ‘evil sons’
(dusputrair; 50.17) and therefore cannot be pacified? Using lively imagery
and metaphors, Dhrtarastra foretells what Bhima will do to his sons and
elders. He despairs of his inability to avert it, to change what is his fate: ‘Fate
always prevails, especially over man’s efforts: for even though I see the others’
triumph, I do not bridle my sons’ (5.50.47; translation by van Buitenen
1978). As if alluding to Samkhya teachings, he offers his opinion about the
use of knowledge (j724na) in such situations: ‘I do not think that knowledge
is [useful] for warding off pain, Samjaya. For when it is too strong it is hurting
knowledge as well’ (50.53).* Even sages, free of attachments, are sympathetic
when watching how people are faring. For Dhrtarastra, knowledge does
not work as an antidote to intense suffering and he sees himself in the good
company of ‘sages, who have freed themselves [nzrmukta]’ but are still moved
when people are happy or suffer. Here, Dhrtarastra casts himself as being
touched by what happens, although his sympathies are scaled and partial
in that they are commanded by his love for Duryodhana. There is no help
for him in this respect and teachings about overcoming both happiness and
suffering by knowledge alone do not give him solace. In growing despair, the
aged king exclaims: ‘Of what in the end am I capable in this great danger,

44 This is another reference to the turmoil the king underwent the previous night.

45 natumanyevighatiyajianam dubkbasya samjaya | bhavaty atibale by etajjiidnam apy upaghatakam
(Mbh, 5.50.53). Samkbyakarika teaches that knowledge (j7Zdna) of Samkhya is the instrument for warding
off (abhighataka) the ‘threefold suffering’.
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for I see in my thoughts the perdition of the Kurus ... What am I to do, how
am I to do it, where am I going, Samjaya!’ (50.56, 59ab; translation by van
Buitenen 1978). In this highly emotional peroration, Dhrtarastra assumes
a role like that he accorded previously to Vidura, when the latter warned—
to no avail—that the dice game would lead to the downfall of the Kurus.
Now Dhrtarastra himself is warning that he is already grieving for those who
must fight the Pandavas. However, he warns not only what awaits them
from the Pandavas, but also of himself. Pointing to the limitations of his
knowledge and the range of actions, he presents himself as doomed by ‘fate’:
the groundless love for his son.

In a much less excited tone, Dhrtaristra next turns to the other Pindavas,
reviewing Arjuna’s prowess (5.51) and Yudhisthira’s virtues (5.52) in a way
that resembles his earlier speech (5.22; see above). He concludes that war
cannot be won and urges the Kauravas to seck peace:

Not to war were best, I think—listen to me, Kurus ... This is my last
attempt at peace, to appease my mind. If you do not want war, let
us strive for peace. Yudhisthira will not ignore you, if you sue for
peace, for he loathes lawlessness, pointing at me as the cause of it.
(UdP, 5.52.14-16; translation by van Buitenen 1978)

It seems Dhrtaristra has indeed listened to Samjaya’s first address of the
previous night that the blame will be put on him should he not seek peace.

Dhrtarastra has hardly finished his speech when Samjaya rebukes him again
(5.53). After agreeing that war will result in disaster, Samjaya says that he
does not understand how this wise king could subject himself to his son
(53.2). He accuses him of having betrayed the Pandavas from the beginning.
He did not act towards them as a father and therefore wields no authority:
‘An ill-wisher [drogdha] is not regarded as a teacher [guru]’ (53.4). Samjaya
continues the personal attack by raising further doubts about Dhrtarastra’s
moral integrity, even his maturity. He recalls how the king behaved during
the dice game—that he was ‘gloating’ (van Buitenen 1978: 317) like a little
boy (kumdravat; 53.5, 10) when he heard that his party had won and the
Pindavas had gone into exile. He did not object to the offences after the
dice game, nor did he consider his downfall when learning that his sons had
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‘won the entire kingdom’ (53.6).* Next, Samjaya reminds Dhrtarastra of
the fact that he initially possessed only the paternal, inherited kingdom of
the Kurus together with uninhabited areas (sajazigala), while the Pandavas
conquered their kingdom on their own and presented it to him; they even
rescued his sons. Now, Dhrtarastra thinks he had done all this. Having lost
his reputation, the other kings now despise him and have sided with the
Pandavas. Samjaya admonishes him to restrain ‘the evil man, your son, with
all means’ and reminds him that already at the dice game he and Vidura had
warned him, and thus he should not grieve (53.18). All his lamentations about
the strength and virtues of the Pandavas are pointless because he behaves as
though he were a powerless man. After this sharp attack, Duryodhana speaks
up next, objecting to his father’s concerns and stressing the superiority of the
Kaurava heroes. He insists that one must not accept that Yudhisthira makes
himself the king of only one kingdom (5.54.10). Dhrtarastra intervenes and
pleads with Duryodhana not to wage war (‘turn away from war, for there are
no circumstances in which war is condoned ... return to Pindu’s sons what
is rightfully theirs’; 5.57.2, 4; translation by van Buitenen 1978). Finally,
he even declares that he will give up his son (5.57.19). To Duryodhana’s
reassuring speeches (50.60-62),* seconded by Karna, his father gives no
turther reply. When all falls silent and everyone has left the assembly hall,
Dhrtarastra turns again to Samjaya and asks him to tell him more about the
strengths and weaknesses of both parties (5.65-69).*

Transition to the frame dialogue (Mbh, 5.156)

Samjaya’s third, and relatively brief, rebuke reacts to Dhrtarastra’s request
to report what is happening after the armies marched to Kuruksetra. This
request prepares the dialogue frame for the narration of the battle, which is
later authorised by Vyisa (6.2.9-13).” In this short speech, the king states
that he thinks fate is supreme and human efforts are pointless. Again, it is

46 Van Buitenen (1978: 317) translates ‘while knowing full well that they themselves had won the
entire kingdom’, understanding the ‘7#2” sentence as referring not to the dice game, but to the Pandavas’
expansion described in the following stanzas. My rendering suggests that Samjaya continues castigating
Dhrtarastra’s immature delight when knowing that ‘they’ (that is, his side) had won the entire kingdom.
It prevented him from foreseeing that this would result in the very ruinous confrontation he is now
fearing. Then, in the following verse, Samjaya reminds him that this ‘entire’ kingdom only exists because
of the Pandavas’ efforts.

47 See Malinar (2012) for an analysis of these speeches.

48  As mentioned before, Samjaya’s report cannot be dealt with in the scope of this chapter.

49 See Mangels (1994: 94-96) for a discussion of the manuscript evidence regarding this frame in the
UdP.
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his fate that is on his mind, his inability to control his son and to act for
his own good and prevent destruction. As in the nightly conversation with
Vidura, Dhrtarastra describes the working of this fate as a power that affects
the proper functioning of his buddhbi, his faculty of judgement. Although
he sees the harmful effects of his son’s actions, his insight ‘is turning around’
(parivartate) to his son as soon as he is close to him (5.156.6).>° He concludes
that things are as they are and what must happen will happen. Citing
common knowledge, he reinterprets fate in terms of ksatriyadharma, stating
that giving up one’s life is honoured as the law of warriors. Whether this
indicates that the king has come to terms with fate and imminent disaster or
that he has given up is hard to tell.

Once again, Samjaya is unwilling to accept his master’s view. He admonishes
him not to blame Duryodhana alone, nor fate or time as it was under his
watch that the Pandavas were cheated at the dice game. Once again, we
see Samjaya insisting on the workings of karman as the mechanism that
explains what happened to the Bharatas. He has no sense of the emotional
dimensions that undermine reasonable action and the complexity of the
conflicts driving the events. In his view, power and resources are all at his
master’s disposal and, since he cannot understand why the old king fails to
use them, he berates him again. The pattern of interaction between the two
protagonists is also characteristic of their verbal exchanges as interlocutors of
the intradiegetic dialogue frame of the battle books. While the two change
their literary function in becoming involved in the narration of the epic, their
well-established, quite personal relationship is maintained. Despite Samjaya’s
official promotion to what could be called ‘bard’, when he receives the ‘divine
eye’ from Vyasa (AMbh, 6.2), he does not turn into a distant observer, relating
what happens without showing reactions. Instead, he remains defined and
shaped by his unique relationship with the king, being a confidant and
trusted household member. This brings the discussion back to the question
of the identity of Samjaya as a literary character so strongly associated with
King Dhrtarastra, and thus to some general considerations that follow from
the analysis of their interactions in the UdP.

50  Van Buitenen (1978) translates ‘my mind is perverted’, which downplays, in my view, the emotional
dimension of the king’s inability.
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Dhrtarastra and Samjaya as literary
characters

Dhrtarastra’s speeches in the UdP are intrinsically connected to the
multifaceted role he plays in the negotiations. He is wrestling with conflicting
thoughts and emotions to an extent that can only be compared with
Yudhisthira. In both cases, this wrestling sometimes results in inconsistent
statements, which other characters view primarily as signs of weakness.
In the case of Dhrtarastra, such inconsistencies result in admonishments and
reproaches from his companions, which are often accompanied by reminders
of the dice game. Samjaya and Vidura repeatedly recall the Pandavas’ deception
and their warnings to the king about the dire consequences. They urge the king
not to make the same mistake again by not paying heed to what they say and
what he knows only too well. Indeed, Dhrtarastra is shown to intervene when
he sues for peace and warns Duryodhana that this battle cannot be won and
he should be satisfied with ruling half the kingdom. His failed interventions
confirm what he sees with his ‘eyesight of insight’ (prajiidcaksus) and this
includes the love for his son that makes him weak because it lets him ignore
his interests. Being blind, Dhrtarastra follows the events from inside, voicing
what he sees and knows with the ‘eyesight of insight’—an epithet used often
when referring to him.>! The blind king’s conflicting thoughts and feelings
reflect what he sees with his ‘eyesight of insight’, which switches back and
forth between memories of the past and sightings of the future. Voicing all
this in confounding ways marks his involvement in the events of the UdP. His
relationship to the events is driven by conflicting axiological and normative
premises and his unconditional love for his son. The display of his inner
conflict is as inhibited by his blindness** as is his power as father and king.
According to the contemporary interpretation of ‘seeing’ as a sensory faculty,
blindness is a defect that keeps the fiery dimensions (z¢jas) of experiencing
and relating to the world inside due to the defect in the eyes, the outer site

51 This ‘signature’ attribute is noted in academic studies but rarely explored in connection to the king’s
role in the narrative (see Malinar 2005). Mangels (1994) is more interested in the ‘divine eye’ accorded
to Samjaya, which belongs to a somewhat different set of faculties. Without providing textual evidence,
Hiltebeitel (2001: 66n.121) regards it as an ‘ironic epithet’, as does Hudson (2007: 49n.14).

52 According to Held (1935: 301), Dhrtarastra’s blindness is a poetic device that was used to justify the
Pandavas’ claim to the right of the throne.
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of the sense of seeing (also called dvira, ‘door’).>® While the inner sense of
seeing is functioning and enables him to know and see with the ‘eyesight of
insight’, Dhrtarastra cannot use the power of the ‘eye-beam’ when relating
to the world and acting in it. Not only are the eyes crucial for perceiving and
knowing the world, but also he lacks the operational capacity of the eyes,
which allows one to show all kinds of emotions and to influence others.>
As he cannot participate in these dimensions of life, the king is consumed
by and preoccupied with thoughts and emotions he cannot communicate
and express fully. It is not only old age, but also the inhibited capacity of
expression and agency that make him weak, sleepless, brooding and lamenting.
Tears appear in his eyes, but not the redness of fury or the intensity of side-
long glances. Blindness robs him of this possibility of wielding power and
authority, as a king, head of the family and father. All these aspects are carved
out in the epic’s characterisation of Dhrtarastra.”

His speeches in the UdP reveal the range of his inner vision and show him
to be mainly preoccupied with the family and the affective entanglements
of its members. They present a vision and version of a divisive past that
inform his sightings of the future. However, when his insight should guide
the king’s actions in the present, the ‘eyesight of insight’ is destabilised by
Duryodhana’s presence. This situation is described in the speeches quite
precisely as the turning around of buddhi (‘faculty of judgement’). The
‘eyesight of insight’ enables him to look into the dreadful future of war but
also keeps him aware of missed chances in the present when he watches his
resolve fade again and again. So, it is an eyesight that works quite clearly and
vividly when recalling past events and foreseeing the future but becomes
unclear and hazy when coping with the present. From a literary point of
view, this accords the figure of Dhrtarastra analeptic and proleptic narrative
functions that are important for unfolding the epic narrative. His speeches
in the UdP are, to a considerable extent, sightings of the future. They are
visions of the much-quoted ‘end of time’ and contain vivid descriptions

53 In the general parallelism drawn between the senses and the elements in philosophical discourse,
the eyes are usually connected with fire (¢¢jas), which illuminates the objects. The connection between
the eyes and fire and light is, of course, much older and not only is connected to emotions and notions
of power but also plays an essential role in knowledge discourses that highlight the intrinsic connection
between seeing and knowing. See Hara (2006).

54  For a study of the semantics of ‘being blind’ (¢zdha), see Hara (2006). For a discussion of instances
of ‘veiling’ the eye to conceal emotions, see Malinar (2005).

55 The impact of Dhrtarastra’s blindness can also be seen in his limited mobility. He lives through the
epic mostly confined to the house, sitting on the throne. It seems significant that we see him departing
from this statue-like confinement only after all his fears and sightings have come true—when he moves to
Indraprastha, takes part in the death rites and then departs to the forest, his final destination.
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of the heroes, their virtues and achievements, how they will appear on the
battlefield and so on. In this way, Dhrtarastra emerges as a quite future-
oriented character.>® ‘Future’ in a literary work, of course, means heading for
the unfolding of the plot and bringing the story to its end. Since Dhrtarastra
will survive the war, he is thus also looking at his own future. It is a future
that reunites him with Yudhisthira in becoming a member of his household.
Therefore, it is no surprise that Dhrtarastra’s speeches focus mainly on the
Pandavas and their virtues. Genealogically speaking, they are the family’s and
Dhrtarastra’s future as he will move to them as they had moved to him after
their father’s death. In this way, the generational transition of power comes
tull circle with the original, but now expanded, unity of the kingdom re-
established, although at a very high cost. Thus, grief and sorrow remain with
the old king as does his unconditional love for Duryodhana.

Dhrtarastra’s conflict and awareness of it imbue the narrative with an
emotional drama that enriches the epic’s messages about the proper and
improper ways to pursue dbharma and artha from a position of (unrequited)
paternallove. The old king is not worried or fearful for his own life but terrified
by foreseeing the destruction of the Kurus and the death of Duryodhana.
He fears for Duryodhana, whom he loves and favours despite all his flaws.
Dhrtarastra is not blind with love, but quite aware of his son’s flaws. He
knows that he should give him up and enforce peace; he must not be lectured
about his unreasonableness. This could explain why Samjaya is not trying to
reason with him but just blames him for the injustice that results from what
he (and others) view as unmerited love and who resent him for this.>”

Samjaya’s three speeches of rebuke are given in moments of the narrative that
epitomise the conflict between Dhrtarastra’s expressed wish to prevent the
war and his ‘fate’—the inability to stop his son. The speeches offer a reading
of events that allows the old king*® to be blamed without completely effacing
Yudhisthira’s insistence that obtaining his share is sinful because it entails
killing family members.

56 This position is also corroborated by his appearance in the extradiegetic frame in Book 1, where
he recounts the sequence of events, which delineate the epic plot (Abh, 1.1.88-161). The connections
between the extra- and intradiegetic appearances will be explored in a separate study.

57  This is particularly true for Yudhisthira, who resents Duryodhana being favoured by father-
substitute Dhrtarastra. In a similar vein, he resents Draupadi’s alleged preference for Arjuna (AMbh, 17.2.6)
and appears as a character who is more admired than loved.

58  Mangels (1994: 104) calls this a ‘motif’ in Samjaya’s speeches without dealing with them in greater
detail, which is also true of Hudson (2013). Hill (1993) takes a closer look and detects ‘contradictions’ in
some passages without analysing individual speeches in context.
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The directness and personal character of Samjaya’s rebukes suggest he is
in the UdP cast not as a ‘bard’ relating past events, but as an advisor and
confidant of the king who is also entrusted with various tasks, such as acting
as an envoy. Furthermore, the UdP presents some of the interactions between
him and his master by drawing on elements of drama. The bluntness of
Samjaya’s rebukes and the tasks he is carrying out for Dhrtarastra resonate
with a character typical of Sanskrit drama: the vidisaka. Although Samjaya
is certainly not the buffoon—the comical figure teasing the leading hero
(nayaka) of classical theatre—his role in the epic echoes other, probably
carlier appearances of a figure who acted towards a leading character as
companion, servant and critic. In his study of the background of the figure,
Kuiper (1979: 208) points to the generally accepted etymology of vidisaka
as ‘corrupter’ (‘Schlechtmacher, Schimpfer’) and deals with the connections
to Vedic ritual verbal contests that feature the figure of the opponent, and
to the appearance of the reviler in the Mahavrata ritual. He points out that
the Natyaséstra also presents the vidiisaka as meeting the leading character,
the king, on an equal footing and is presented in this way in older dramas of
Bhasa and Kalidasa (Kuiper 1979: 205, 211). Kuiper (1979: 209) concludes:
‘[I]n the relationship that must originally have existed between the hero and
his “friend” there was, in fact, an element of contest ... He was a “tegenspeler”,
a fellow-player and “counter-actor”.’

Paying attention to the possible connections and allusions to features of
theatrical plays in the depiction of the interactions between Dhrtaristra
and Samjaya could offer a more comprehensive perspective on their role in
the epic and invites further study. As a pair, they introduce an element of
emotionality and trust that allows the display and articulation of the inner
conflicts of the old king, which are echoed and intensified by Samjaya’s
rebukes. However, it must also be noted that the epic narration employs
elements of drama only selectively. Samjaya’s rebukes resonate with the
emotional dimensions of what the king is struggling with, while at the same
time trying to delimit them in focusing mainly on failures and wrongdoing.
Only rarely does Samjaya point the finger at the king’s painful love for
his son as the uncontrollable, bottomless force with which Dhrtarastra
struggles, and which is beyond Samjaya’s comprehension. The pair and their
interactions play a prominent role in the UdP, in which verbal exchanges
and reports of them drive and constitute the action. The process of decision-
making manifests the fateful entwinement of the characters and conflicting
propositional attitudes. The UdP explores this entwinement in the elaborate
narration of the thoughts, arguments and emotions expressed and exchanged
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by the characters in assembly halls or in private. It thus presents a critical
transition in the epic narrative and a counterpoint to the following battle
books that focus on the violence of war. In their various interactions, the old
king and his companion both shape and mirror this transition. At the end of
the UdP, their literary roles start to change in this transition as they take their
new positions as interlocutors in the narrative frame of the battle books.
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