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The Dharma of Translation:
Sanskrit Classics in Contemporary Times

Shri Bibek Debroy

The title of my talk is, “The Dharma of Translation: Sanskrit Classics in Contemporary
Times” and what I will speak with you today is more in the nature of spontaneous
unstructured thoughts than a prepared text. These thoughts fall under four heads:

1. The importance of Sanskrit;

2. Translating from Sanskrit to English, in general;

3. The kinds of Sanskrit texts that I am specifically translating; and

4. The importance of reading these texts, if not in Sanskrit, then in translation.

The Importance of Sanskrit

Sanskrit, directly or indirectly, has influenced all the so-called vernacular languages that
we speak. The degree may vary and, by no means is it my suggestion that this is a one-way
flow. There have naturally been two-way flows but all the languages that we speak have a
link with Sanskrit. In fact, Sanskrit was the link language.

With many languages and dialects abounding in India, Sanskrit was a language used
for communicating among different parts of the country. There is a famous kavya by
Sriharsha, circa 12% century CE, named Naishadha Charita. Naishadha refers to the king
of the Nishadhas, in this particular case, Nala. Some of you may be aware of the Nala-
Damayanti story which figures in several of our texts. Here, in Naishadha Charita we
have Sriharsha’s portrayal of Damayanti’s svayamvara where several kings have come
from various parts of the country to seek Damayanti’s hand in marriage. Sriharsha tells
us, SFRIRIMTSTaa eI P AT edeRaey | faw: FHdy Juy Y Al 9 SRR 1 “All
of these kings who have assembled from different parts of the country have a problem in
communicating with each other because they all speak individual languages. Therefore,
they converse with each other in Sanskrit”. As for using Sanskrit as a language to bridge
different parts of the country, the 12" century wasn’t very different from the 19™. Let
me relate three anecdotes about Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902). Swami Vivekananda
conversed with the Maharaja of Travancore and with the Maharaja of Mysore in Sanskrit.
He had a disciple named Sharatchandra Chakravarty and he kept a diary in Bengali, which
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has since been translated into English. Shri Ramakrishna had a householder disciple named
Nag Mahashaya (1846-99). On one occasion, in 1897, when Sharatchandra Chakravarty
was present, another disciple, who frequently visited Nag Mahashaya, came to meet
Swami Vivekananda and mentioned him. Swami Vivekananda responded to this disciple
in Sanskrit and said 99 Ty HYPR 8@ © Wq Pal. This was a reference to Nag
Mahashaya’s great spiritual success. Translated, it means, “O bee! we have been destroyed
in our pursuit of the truth. You alone are successful.” What is interesting about this, is
to discover from where this little bit of Sanskrit comes from. It comes from Kalidasa’s
Abhijnanashakuntalam, where Dushyanta sees a bee hovering around Shakuntala’s lips
and says this. Now note. Here is someone, a Hindu monk who is supposed to know about
Vedanta and know about the Upanishads but what is he quoting from? He is quoting from
sahitya, from literature. This is the kind of felicity that we used to have with Sanskrit and
it is a felicity that is increasingly dying out. It is dying out almost entirely because of the
terrible way Sanskrit is taught. Not just in institutions of higher education but beginning
with the schools.

The influence of Sanskrit extends far beyond the boundaries of India. Nepal’s motto
U S Seed iy TR This is taken from the Valmiki Ramayana and means,
“The mother and the motherland are superior to heaven”. In Angkor Wat, the word Angkor
comes from the Sanskrit 7R, meaning “city”. There are several such instances in South
Asia and South East Asia. The word @¥pd means polished or refined. It is allied to words
like |wpfcr (samskriti), meaning culture or civilization, and ¥R (samskara), meaning
purificatory ceremony or sacrament. However, the name Sanskrit was acquired by the
language much later. For hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years, the language was simply
called 91 (bhasha). We don’t quite know when it actually came to be called Sanskrit, but
it was almost certainly not before the 6™ century BCE. What is a language? Any language
is bhasa. Bhasda means bhasate. You speak it. That’s the way we learnt all the languages
we are familiar with. You speak it, you make mistakes, you correct it and then you learn
the language. It is important to understand the way Sanskrit operates because, in my view,
whatever be the definition of culture, whatever be the definition of samskriti, it cannot be
delinked from language. The way we view the world is based on language and one needs
to understand the nature of the Sanskrit language. The nature of the Sanskrit language is
such that there are verbal roots. The verb is important. If [ know the meaning of the verbal
root, I will be able to reasonably guess the meaning of any word. Let me explain. There
are many words in Sanskrit meaning chair, one of them is asanda, meaning something
that gives a posture. So, when I confront the word asanda, the image that comes to mind
is not just of a chair but of something that gives me a posture. There are many words for
a tree; one of the words for a tree is padapa, and what is padapa? It is something that
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drinks with its feet. So padapa is not just a tree, it is something that is drinking with
its feet. Similarly, Makaranda is something that either substantiates makara or surpasses
makara, makara being associated with Kamadeva, Madan. So, depending on what [ mean,
makaranda can simultaneously mean the filament of a lotus, a jasmine, or honey. It can
mean all of these things and all of these meanings are perfectly accurate because it is the
verbal root that is important. The name Gayatri brings to mind something that is being
sung in three steps. Let us see the Gayatri Mantra: 3 fa: ¥ are not integral to the
mantra. The three steps are: (1) Tafagaved (2) Wi <axg g2 (3) =T a1 7 yaEad | It is
composed in the Gayatri metre which consists of twenty-four syllables in three octasyllabic
feet, tripadi chhanda. The name Suparna can mean something with excellent leaves, or
something with excellent feathers. So, it can be the feminine garuda, it can be a lotus, it
can be a collection of lotuses, and all of these. The key word, however, is parna. Parna is
something that imparts a green colour. Parna is a leaf but to say that parna is just a leaf
is not doing justice to Sanskrit. There are many possible words for king—nripa, bhupa,
naradhipa, kshitisha. These synonyms carry slightly different meanings. Nripa is short
for nripati, lord of men. Bhupa is short for bhupati, protector lord of the earth. Naradhipa
means ruler of men, while kshitisha means lord of the earth. The common word for king
is raja or rajan. Rajan, etymologically, is someone who gives delight. A king is known as
rajan because his rule delights the subjects. Clearly, in Sanskrit it is the verb that is the
most important, the subject, the adjective, the adverb, the object, are all unimportant which
is why, in my view, for anyone steeped in Indian languages including Sanskrit, it is much
easier to give up notions of aham and mama, because these do not come naturally to us. I,
unless we forget our languages, will naturally be at the back.

Translating from the Sanskrit

It is estimated that a hundred and thirty million books have been published in the world
since Gutenberg. There is the National Mission for Manuscripts of the Government of
India called Namami, whose task is to list how many manuscripts or pothis there are in
India. A pothi being defined as a manuscript that is more than seventy-five years old. We
must remember that only one small subsect of our treasure of knowledge is contained in
the pothis because our knowledge was transmitted orally. We have no idea of how much
knowledge has been lost in the process. Take the Rig Veda as an example. Originally, this
was believed to have twenty-one shakhas, schools or recensions. The Yajur Veda had one
hundred and one shakhas. The Sama Veda had one thousand shakhas. The Atharva Veda
had nine shakhas. Together, the four Vedas had one thousand one hundred and thirty-one
shakhas. Today, there are only thirteen left. Much of the oral literature is lost and is being
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lost even as I speak here today. What has been irretrievably lost is beyond redemption.
Let us at least save what remains. Hence, in Namami cataloguing is primary; digitising
and translating will follow. As of today, Namami has listed three and a half million pothis.
Namami’s estimates are that in private and public collections there are over forty million
manuscripts, of which fifty thousand or more are outside the country. Ninety percent of
these pothis have not been translated. Two-thirds of these pothis are in Sanskrit but the
script varies from place to place. The sharada script, widely used in Kashmir once, is an
example. Some of these scripts have become so obscure that people are being especially
trained to read them as far as Heidelberg, Oxford and Cambridge. A large number of pothis
are in Pali. There are some in Arabic. It is impossible to know the knowledge that exists
in these texts if they have not even been translated. If I ask you to name a text that talks
about the economy, you will invariably name Kautilaya’s Arthashastra. Well, Kautilaya’s
Arthashdstra had vanished! There were references to it but no one knew where that
manuscript was until R. Shyamashastry rediscovered it in the year 1905 and translated it. In
a similar way, we do not even know what is in these manuscripts since they have not been
translated. When ancient texts have been translated, what has normally been translated is
literature, ka@vya, poetry—and poetry is always difficult to translate.

The Oxford Dictionary has a vocabulary of one hundred and seventy thousand
words. Shakespeare had a vocabulary of about thirty thousand words. Most people have a
vocabulary of about fifteen thousand words. People often wonder how many words there
are in Sanskrit. It is impossible to answer this. Let me illustrate this with an example
taken from the famous poet, Kalidasa. One of his minor kavyas is called Meghadutam.
In Meghadutam, as several of you may know, there is no story really. Here is a yaksha,
who was Kubera’s attendant but who has been banished by Kubera for a transgression.
He has been in exile for a year, separated from his beloved wife who is still in Kubera’s
capital, Alakapuri. Come the monsoon, the yaksha sends a cloud as a messenger to
Alakapuri in the Himalayas. Hence, in the first part, the Purvamegha, the cloud travels to
Alakapuri and in the second part, Uttaramegha, the cloud returns. So, to make sure that the
cloud does not lose its way, the yaksha describes to the cloud what Alakapuri looks like:
qrlRAReIderRRTA g arE aera-this one word means, “In the garden outside there is an
image of Shiva which has the crescent moon on its forehead and the lights of the crescent
moon lights up all the mansions.” This description illustrates not just the beauty of
Kalidasa’s poetry, it also illustrates the fact that because of sandhi and samasa, modification
and compounding, in principle the number of words that can exist in Sanskrit is actually
infinite.
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The Kinds of Sanskrit Texts that I Am Specifically Translating

Itihasa. Itihasa is not myth. It means iti-ha-asa, this is indeed what happened. By this we do
not purport that everything happened exactly as described in these texts. There have been
embellishments, obviously, in the process of oral transmission; but the core of it is Itihasa.
Therefore, the word is best rendered as legend or history, and not as myth. The word Itihasa
was first used for the Valmiki Ramayana and then applied to Krishna Dvaipayana, the
twenty-eighth Vedavyasa’s Mahabharata and also the Puranas. These tell the Itihasa of two
great dynasties—the solar dynasty, Surya Vamsha, and the lunar dynasty, Chandra Vamsha.
The first proper king of the Surya Vamsha was Ikshvaku and the Ramayana is a chronicle
of a part of the solar dynasty. Similarly, the first king of the Chandra Vamsha was Ila and
the Mahabharata is a chronicle of the lunar dynasty. The Puranas also describe the histories
of the solar and lunar dynasties. The Valmiki Ramayana has around 24,000 shlokas, a
shloka being a verse. The Mahabharata is believed to have 100,000 shlokas, so the Valmiki
Ramayana is one-fourth the size of the Mahabharata. These 25,000 shlokas are distributed
across seven kandas. The word kanda means trunk or branch of a tree. The Mahabharata
is also classified into such major sections which are known as parva. The word parva
also means branch, however, parva suggests a smaller branch, one that is more flexible.
Kanda suggests one that is larger, more solid and less flexible. The Valmiki Ramayana is
like a poem, a long story, and is essentially from Rama’s point of view. The Mahabharata
is akin to a novel. A novel is one that presents the events from the viewpoints of multiple
protagonists. So, you have the points of view of Duryodhana, Yudhishthira, Draupadi, and
of several others. The Mahabharata is like a hold-all. Everything was put into it. However,
despite some variations in shlokas across different versions of the Sanskrit Mahabharata, it
is basically a single text. Those different versions have been “unified” in a Critical Edition
published by the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, Pune. In the case of the Valmiki
Ramayana, with its kanda-kind of classification, the evolution appears to be different.
Anyone who was unhappy with what Valmiki had depicted in the Valmiki Ramayana simply
composed another Ramayana. In Sanskrit, there are the Yoga Vasishtha Ramayana, Ananda
Ramayana and Adbhuta Ramayana. So, even in Sanskrit there are four or five Ramayanas.
This also continued to happen with vernacular versions. Just as the Bhandarkar Oriental
Research Institute produced a Critical Edition of the Mahabharata, between 1951 and 1975,
the Oriental Institute, Baroda, produced a Critical Edition of the Valmiki Ramayana.
Valmiki is the first poet, adikavi. By the time of classical Sanskrit literature, some
prerequisites were defined for a work to attain the status of mahakavya. Kalidasa, Bharavi,
Magha, Sriharsha and Bhatti composed such works. Though these notions and definitions
came later, the Valmiki Ramayana displays every characteristic of a mahakavya and is
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longer than any of these subsequent works. The story of how it came about is known to
most people who are familiar with the Ramayana. The sage Valmiki had gone, with his
disciple Bharadvaja, to bathe in the waters of the River Tamasa. There was a couple of
krouncha (curlew) birds there, in the act of making love. Along came a hunter (nishada)
and killed the male bird. As the female bird grieved, Valmiki was driven by compassion
and the first shloka emerged from his lips. Since it was composed in an act of sorrow
(shoka), this kind of composition came to be known as shloka. So the Ramayana tells us.
Incidentally, this first shloka doesn’t occur in the first chapter. It isn’t the first shloka of
the Valmiki Ramayana. The incident and the shloka occur in the second chapter. More
specifically, it is the fourteenth shloka in the second chapter and is as follows: #1 9T
IITST AT REl: G4 | JosplamgArasdad! dHdifead | | “O nishada! This couple of curlews
was in the throes of passion and you killed one of them. Therefore, you will possess ill
repute for an eternal number of years.”

Till a certain period of history, all Sanskrit works were in poetry or verse. By verse
we do not mean rhyming. In fact, thyming was not important at all in Sanskrit poetry until
Jayadeva’s Gita Govindam, which to my mind is the most beautiful poem anyone has ever
written for his beloved: “Krishna, if you speak something, your white teeth glisten like
moonlight. Your quivering lips are like chakora birds which are drinking in the moonbeams
from your moonlike face.” Chhanda is one of the six vedangas and deals with prosody.
The other five are: shiksha (articulation and pronunciation), vydkarana (grammar),
nirukta (etymology), jyotisha (astronomy) and kalpa (rituals). The vedangas are needed to
understand not just the Vedas, but also Sanskrit texts. Chhanda can be translated as metre
and means something that is pleasing and delightful. Chhanda Shastra is the study of
metres or prosody. It begins with the concept of akshara, akin to, but not exactly identical
with, the English concept of syllable, that is part of a word with a single vowel sound.
Other than possessing a single vowel sound, an akshara must not begin with a vowel.
Aksharas can be hrasva or laghu (light or L) and guru (heavy or G). Simply stated, with
a short vowel, the akshara is L and with a long vowel, the akshara is G. There are some
additional conditions, but we needn’t get into those. Every verse consists of four quatrains
(pada), the word pada meaning one quarter. Depending on how many aksharas there are in
a pada and the distribution of those aksharas into L and G, there were a variety of metres.
Depending on the subject and the mood, the poet consciously chose a metre. Analysing in
this way, there were more than thirteen hundred different metres. One of the most popular
was called anushtupa. This figures prominently in the Valmiki Ramayana, the Mahabharata
and the Puranas. The anushtupa structure meant eight aksharas in each pada, with a total
of thirty-two aksharas. In addition, for anushtupa, in every pada, the fifth akshara would
have to be L and the sixth akshara would have to be G. In classical Sanskrit literature,
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conditions were also applied to the seventh akshara, but such refinements came later. For
that first verse, the decomposition runs as follows: (1) LLLGLGLG; (2)LGLGLGL
G;3LLGGLGGL; 4 GGLLLGGL. (1) ma ni sha da pra tish tham; (2) tva ma
ga mah shash vati sa mah; (3) yat kroun cha mi thu na de ka; (4) ma va dhi ka ma mo hi
tam. It is not that Valmiki only used anushtupa. There are actually sixteen different metres
in the Valmiki Ramayana. It is impossible to capture the beauty of chhanda in an English
translation. One can attempt to do a translation in verse, but it will fail to convey the
beauty. As composers, there is quite a contrast between Valmiki and Vedavyasa. Vedavyasa
focuses on people and incidents. Rarely does the Mahabharata attempt to describe nature,
even if those sections are on geography. In contrast, Valmiki’s descriptions of nature are
lyrical and superlative, similar to Kalidasa. A translation can never hope to transmit that
flavour. There is no substitute to reading the original Sanskrit, more so for the Valmiki
Ramayana than for the Mahabharata.

The word Purana means old, ancient. The Puranas are old texts, usually referred
to in conjunction with Itihasa, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata.! In the Chandogya
Upanishad, there is an instance of the sage Narada approaching the sage Sanatkumara
for instruction. Asked about what he already knows, Narada says he knows Itihasa and
Purana, the Fifth Veda. In other words, Itihasa-Purana possessed an elevated status. This
by no means implies that the word Purana, as used in these and other texts too, is to be
understood in the sense of the word being applied to a set of texts known as the Puranas
today. After composing the Mahabharata, Krishna Dvaipayana Vedavyasa is believed to
have composed the Puranas. Alternatively, it is also believed that he composed an original
core Purana text, which has been lost, and others embellished it through additions. There
is a reason for using the expression “is believed to have”, as opposed to “has”. Rendering
into writing, is of later vintage, the initial process was one of oral transmission through
a guru-shishya or preceptor-disciple mode. Oral transmission inevitably carried noise
in the transmission and distribution process. Hence, many texts have been lost, or are
retained in imperfect condition. This is true of texts in general and this is specifically true
of Itihasa and the Puranas. The use of the word ‘composed’ immediately indicates that
Itihasa-Purana are “Smriti” texts, with a human origin. They are not “Shruti” texts, with
a divine origin. Composition does not mean that these texts were written. The adjective
“Purana”, meaning old account or old text, came to mean a proper noun, signifying a
specific text. To be classified as a Purana, a Purana has to possess five attributes—pancha
lakshanam. That is, five topics must be discussed—sarga, pratisarga, vamsha, manvantara
and vamshanucharita. The clearest statement of this is in the Matsya Purana.

' For example, shlokas 2.4.10, 4.1.2 and 4.5.11 of the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad use the two
expressions together.
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There are a number of Puranas. Some are known as Sthala Puranas, describing the
greatness and sanctity of a specific geographical place. Some are known as Upa-Puranas,
these are minor Puranas. The listing of Upa-Puranas has regional variations and there is
no country-wide consensus about the list of Upa-Puranas. Whether the Puranas originally
had only one original Purana text is a sterile discussion because we will never be able to
prove one way or the other. The fact of the matter is that today we have eighteen main
Puranas—Ashtadasa Mahapuranas. The eighteen Puranas, with the number of shlokas in
each, are: (1) Agni (15,400); (2) Bhagavata (18,000); (3) Brahma (10,000); (4) Brahmanda
(12,000); (5) Brahmavaivarta (18,000); (6) Garuda (19,000); (7) Kurma (17,000); (8) Linga
(11,000); (9) Markandeya (9,000); (10) Matsya (14,000); (11) Narada (25,000 shlokas);
(12) Padma (55,000); (13) Shiva (24,000); (14) Skanda (81,100); (15) Vamana (10,000);
(16) Varaha (24,000); (17) Vayu (24,000); and (18) Vishnu (23,000). There are variations
in the lists of the Mahapuranas too. In one, Vayu is part of the eighteen, but Agni is not
included. In some others, Narasimha and Vayu are included, but Brahmanda and Garuda
are excluded. Bhavishya (14,500) is sometimes mentioned, with Vayu excised from the list.
However, the Vayu Purana exhibits many more Purana characteristics than the Bhavishya
Purana does. There are references to a Bhavishyat Purana that existed, but that may not
necessarily be the Bhavishya Purana as we know it today. This is also true of some other
Puranas. Texts have been completely restructured over a period of time. Further, when a
list is proffered, the order also indicates some notion of priority or importance. Since that
varies from text to text, I find it useful to list them alphabetically, according to the English
alphabet. The range of shlokas is from ten thousand in Brahma to a mammoth eighty-one
thousand and one hundred in Skanda. The sum total is a massive four lakh nine thousand
and five hundred shlokas. It’s a bit difficult to convert a shloka into word counts in English,
especially because Sanskrit words have a slightly different structure. However, by a rough
calculation, one sh/oka approximates twenty words. Thus, four lakh s/i/okas add up to eight
million words, four times the size of the Mahabharata!

Apart from the five attributes and the beautiful poetry, the Puranas also contain immense
information on geography, geological changes—such as changes in courses of rivers, and
astronomy. The Puranas have therefore been described as encyclopaedias. Bharatavarsha
is vast and heterogeneous and each Purana may very well have originated in one particular
part of the country. Accordingly, within that broad compass of an overall geographical
description, the extent of geographical information varies from Purana to Purana. Some
are more familiar with one part of the country than with another. Though not explicitly
mentioned in the five attributes, the Puranas are also about pursuing dharma, artha, kama
and moksha, the four objectives of human existence, and about the four varnas and the
four ashramas. The general understanding and practice of dharma is thus based much
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more on the Puranas than on the Vedas. Culture, notions of law, rituals, architecture and
iconography are based on the Puranas. The Vedas, the Brahmanas, the Aranyakas and the
Upanishads are meant for those in vanaprastha and sannyasa dasharamas, or perhaps for
those who want to live a life of brahmacharis. The vast number of people, however, are
householders and live in the ashrama of grahasthya. Their norms of everyday dharma
won’t be found in Vedanta texts. They will be found in Itihasa and Purana texts, as well as
in the Dharmashastras.

Let me give you one minor example and one serious example of translation. Both
are from the Bhagavad Gita. Let us take the first: =9 o= =l 7+ &0 uae: 9 9
Feleg=ardl 9 envafq #Ared | “Weapons cannot sever it, the fire cannot burn it, the water
cannot wet it, the wind cannot dry it”. I’ve done a perfect job of translating but we need to
stop and ponder—why was the word shastra used? Why pavaka? And so on. Think. What
were the pancha bhutas? The reason all things exist in this world is because of earth, fire,
water, air, and space. Now the second, Dhritarashtra has asked about what is transpiring
at Kurukshetra and Sanjay is replying: Duryodhana says, 3roaie daw® ac AoiRiE |
i foaedayt qef WfRiera || aq (tat) means this and 3R¥T® (asmakam) means (of) ours,
Uar (etan) means all these. The translation is: Unlimited are those our armies protected by
Bhishma and limited are these (Taui-of theirs, the Pandavas) that are protected by Bhima. It
is important for you to see whether your Bhagavad Gita at home has rendered this correctly
in translation. The Bhagavad Gita informs us that Krishna and Arjuna were standing in
front of the Kaurava army and Dronacharya and Duryodhana were standing in front of the
Pandava army. Why are they standing close to the opposite camps? It becomes apparent
that the conversation is taking place in the hours when the weapons have been laid down.
Till the bugle of the day’s battle sounds again the armies do not fight. They interact and
are even friends. This is the dharma of war. In this context, I wonder about Ashoka in
the Kalinga war. The casualties in the war are said to be about a hundred thousand or
one hundred and fifty thousand. More significantly, it was the first war in which there
was collateral damage in the form of civilian population being destroyed. So, I look at
Samrat Ashoka’s edict number thirteen, which is supposed to tell us how the river Daya
overflowed with blood and Ashoka turned to non-violence. In fact, all it says actually is
that Ashoka was crestfallen because he violated dharma, nothing more. [ am not a historian
but I wonder, did he violate dharma because he violated the norms of war and caused
deaths of innocent civilians, which was against the canons of war. Or did he violate it by
causing great bloodshed in battle, as we commonly know?

People sometimes ask me why I did an unabridged translation of the Mahabharata when
several translations of the Mahabharata are already available. The answer is that those are
abridged translations. There are only three unabridged translations of the Mahabharata in
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English. There are five of the Valmiki Ramayana. So, actually, there are just two people
who have done the Mahabharata, the Valmiki Ramayana and the Harivamsha, Manmatha
Nath Dutt and I. The Harivamsha is not quite a Purana although it is sometimes called one.
When we meet Krishna in the Mahabharata, Krishna is already an adult. So, the question
is asked: What about his childhood exploits? Those are there also in the Puranas but the
Harivamsha is about those. So, the Harivamsha is regarded as a sequel or an appendix to
the Mahabharata.

In the Nala-Damayanti story, the Mahabharata talks about Kali, as in Kali Yuga, or
wickedness or the evil having entered Nala’s body, as a result of which Nala began to
gamble. Van Buitenen, in his translation (Chicago Mahabharata) translated it as Kali. It
struck me as grossly incongruous. What is Kali doing in the Mahabharata? And, lo and
behold, it turned out to be not Kali but Kali! At one point, it is dysfunctional to criticise
Westerners for not doing the translation properly. It is a negative response and it is
meaningless until we ourselves begin to do the translations. Had the Sanskrit pandits done
the translation, I would not have engaged with it but the Sanskrit pandits are not translating
these texts, which is why you have this bizarre situation of an economist becoming a
dilettante translator. Eighteen Mahapuranas seem to stretch into eternity and I am not even
sure [ will be able to finish but my conscious endeavour is to complete one Purana a year
before taking up the Skanda and Padma Puranas, which are long. The Bhagavad Purana will
be out on the seventh of January and I am now halfway through translating the Markandeya
Purana. The Markandeya Purana is also extremely important. It forms the basis for the
worship of the Goddess, of Durga puja and all the pujas that are done of the Goddess. There
is a Devi Bhagavad in the Markandeya Purana which also has seven hundred shlokas.
The Markandeya Purana has a most interesting beginning. The battle of Kurukshetra is
raging. It’s a tremendous battle. Arjuna is fighting a fierce battle with Bhagadatta, king of
Pragjyotishapur, which is now in Assam. Bhagadatta was fighting on a gigantic elephant
known as Supratika. Arjuna shot an arrow which struck a pregnant bird flying overhead.
The bird fell down and lay on the battlefield. It would have died presently but destiny
played its part. Arjuna shot another arrow and the gigantic bell around Supratika’s neck
was severed. The bell fell and covered the wounded bird. The bird laid four eggs before
dying. While the battle of Kurukshetra was raging, the birdlings hatched and survived on
their dead mother’s flesh. As they lived inside the dome of the bell, they heard everything
that happened outside. Bhishma lay on his bed of arrows nearby. They heard him instruct
Yudhishthira in the course of Shanti Parva and became extremely wise. After the war ended,
they were discovered and nurtured by sage Shami. In their wisdom, the birds eventually
flew to the slopes of the Vindhyachala to observe austerities. Once, Vedavyasa’s disciple
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sage Jaimini came to sage Markandeya and asked to be imparted wisdom. Markandeya
replied, don’t come to me, go to those birds. This is how the Markandeya Purana begins.

The Importance of Reading These Texts, if Not in Sanskrit, Then in Translation

Now, Itihasa and Puranas, have almost never been translated into the English language.
The Bhagavad Gita has been translated apart from the Mahabharata. In the vernacular
languages, of course, translations exist. So, why is it important to translate into English?
Simply because there is a generation out there, which despite our lamentations, is not only
no longer familiar with Sanskrit but that generation is also not familiar with vernacular
languages. English has become the medium. So, we need to have these translations in
English.

Why should we read Itihasa and Puranas? For the tremendous amount of knowledge
and information contained therein. For the tremendous amount of history and geography.
For instance, Baramulla is the place where Vishnu avatara did tapa. Hence, the name
Varaha-mula. In Madurai flows the river Kritamala. Unfortunately, it is no more than a
nallah today. Near the railway station there is the place where the Matsya avatara appeared
to Manu. Even though I am not going to delve into the different ways of dating the
Kurukshetra war, but it is notable that, if you leave out the astronomical parts, all of those
converge to somewhere around 900 or 1100 BCE. Whether it is geology or archaeology,
whether it is changes in language or textual descriptions, all of these have a remarkable
degree of convergence. The Puranas also give us genealogical accounts. From the date of
the accession of Parikshit to Mahaparmananda, it is all recorded. Depending on the Purana,
this spans a thousand or a thousand and fifty years. And, of course, there is beautiful,
beautiful poetry! Mandodari’s lamentations in Valmiki’s Ramayana, Krishna’s ras/ila and
the songs of the gopi’s in the Bhagavad Purana are wonderful poetry. The way images are
constructed is based on the norms set out in the Agni Purana. The funeral rites and the
subsequent ceremonies are essentially based on the Garuda Purana. So, here are the texts
which form the basis for much that we do. And, as I said, these are the base of our dharma.

All Sanskrit texts are not connected to Hinduism. Many Buddhist and Jain texts were
written in Sanskrit. The Sanskrit grammarian and poet, named Amara Sinha (4™ century
CE) seems to have been a Buddhist though little is known about his personal life. He
composed a text known as Amarakoshah, also known as Namalinganushasanam. This
text may be classified as a dictionary or thesaurus and it is probably one of the earliest
such texts in the world. It is a reference book for students of Sanskrit even today. What
is Hinduism? It can be defined in all kinds of different ways. One possible interpretation
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of Hinduism is that Hinduism is Vedanta and Upanishads. But who composed the texts
of Vedanta and Upanishads? They were composed by people who were in vanaprastha.
People who were in sannyasa. The vast majority of the Hindu population, then and now,
however, continue to earn money, live their lives, and pursue dharma, karma, kama,
moksha. There is no other-worldliness in Hinduism. That is a myth, because of confusing
Hinduism with Vedanta texts. It is perfectly fine to create wealth, as long as that wealth
is generated within the ambit of rule of law. So, another interpretation of Hinduism is
the popular dharma practised by people who are in grihastha. The fourfold classification
of ashrama into brahmacharya, grihastha, vanaprastha and sannydsa was an attempt to
make a standard template. The template was not the norm even back then. To my mind,
translating brahmacharya as celibacy is inappropriate. It actually means walking along
the path of the Brahman and following prescribed norms. Grihastha, is of course the
householder stage of one’s lifetime. Vanaprastha means to initiate detachment from the
material world through physical distancing from it. Sannydasa doesn’t mean renunciation,
instead it implies establishing oneself in the path of the truth. The challenge for us is to
remain in the material world and ensure detachment or non-attachment.

In the Puranas, and outside them, there is much said about dharma. There is one
explanation of dharma that says—3: @RI & &¥: which means, “That which holds up is
dharma”. What holds up the fabric of society is dharma. As a grihastha, there are five great
sacrifices—five mahdyajnas—that I have to do daily. Translating yajna as sacrifice or worship
is inadequate. Nevertheless, the five mahdyajnas (great sacrifices) we have to perform are—
oblations to gods (deva yajna), studying (rishi yajna), oblations to ancestors (pitri yajna),
offering food to birds and animals (bhuta yajna) and hospitality towards guests (atithi
vajna). Let us examine the last. 3ifdfer <ar wa: (atithi devo bhava), translated as, “the guest
is like a god” is a case of bad translation even though the sense is correctly conveyed. The
word bhava has the sense of “to be”. Is the guest being asked to be like a god? Is a god
being asked to be like a guest? None of these. The text is from the Taittiriya Upanishad, the
second shloka in the eleventh anuvaka. This part is also known as shikshavalli, in which a
disciple is being instructed: Arqear wa | fUgear w9 | sraRicdl 99 | JAfaledr 9@ | “Be one to
whom the mother is like a god, the father is like a god, the preceptor is like a god and the
guest is like a god.” Atithi does not mean an invited guest. Atithi turns up uninvited. 31 +
fafer makes up aifafey, tithi is a specific day, the prefix a+ makes it “without a specific day”.
So, atithi is one who comes unannounced and you are to still treat that person like a god.
You must offer your guests food and treat them well. Traditionally, whenever guests turn
up, they are offered padya (water to wash the feet), arghya (a gift), dchamaniya (water to
rinse the mouth) and asana (a seat). Invited guests to feasts and festivals are different. An
atithi isn’t that kind of guest at all. Also, these days, when someone invites us, we take
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along a gift. This is not how it is meant to be. The host does not favour guests by inviting
them home. The guests honour us by coming to our home, by accepting our gifts, and by
giving us the opportunity to serve them.

In Satya Yuga, everyone followed dharma. Dharma was the norm and was practised
autonomously. Therefore, there was no need for a king. However, as one moved from
Satya Yuga to Treta Yuga, dharma diminished. People were no longer virtuous of their own
accord. To protect the virtuous and punish the wicked, a king was needed. In a manner
of speaking, Prithu was the first 7gjan. There were kings before Prithu, but none of them
was a rdjan. The story of his birth is very interesting. There was a king named Anga and
his queen was known as Sunita. Sunita was the daughter of Mrityu, the embodied form of
death. Anga and Sunita had a son named Vena. From the days when he was an infant, Vena
associated with his evil maternal grandfather, Mrityu, and became wicked. He tortured
people and tormented his playmates. By the time Vena grew up, Anga was so disgusted
that he left for the forest. Inevitably, Vena became the king and dharma started to suffer.
Vena stopped sacrifices and insisted that only he would be worshipped. He paid no heed to
the gods, or to the Vedas. The earth also suffered from his oppression. The sages then took
the matter into their own hands. They chanted mantras and invoked their great powers in
a piece of straw. Using this straw, they killed Vena. Vena died without an heir. Therefore,
there was no king and chaos reigned everywhere. There was loot and lawlessness. Lord
Indra did not send showers and there was famine. The earth needed a king. Sunita had loved
her son and so had not allowed Vena’s dead body to be cremated. The sages started to knead
and churn Vena’s dead body. As the sages churned and kneaded the right arm, the radiant
Prithu emerged from it. The word “prithu” means broad, thick and extensive. Since Vena’s
arm was thick, the “son” came to be known as Prithu. The gods and sages arrived to crown
Prithu as the king. In the inter-regnum after Vena’s death, there was famine and drought.
Herbs, plants, trees, shrubs, sprouts and seeds disappeared into the bowels of Earth. There
were no flowers, roots, bulbs and fruits. There was no food and no means of subsistence. In
an attempt to force Earth to yield these, Prithu chased her with a bow and an arrow in his
hand. Earth adopted the form of a cow and fled. Prithu pursued her. Finally, when he caught
up with her, Earth pleaded with Prithu. What purpose would be served by killing her? That
wouldn’t ensure means of subsistence for the people. It would be far better for Earth to be
milked. Indeed, that is what Prithu did. When he milked Earth, grain, seeds, crops, trees,
herbs, shrubs and plants sprouted forth and bloomed. People and animals had something
to live on. In addition, Prithu used the ends of his bow to level the uneven terrain of hills
and mountains where cities, forts, fields, and habitations were created. Thus, Prithu was
the originator of agriculture, animal husbandry and trade. The earth came to be regarded as
Prithu’s daughter and is therefore known as Prithivi or Prithvi. Prithu carried Vena’s dead
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body to the Sarasvati river to liberate his father from Yamaloka’s puta, the hell reserved for
the childless. Just then a dog came along and after a swim in the river came out and, as dogs
are wont to do, shook its body briskly. Drops of the holy river water fell on Vena’s corpse
and both Vena and the dog were liberated at that moment. The dog is Vyadha Tara, Sirius.
Prithu ruled over the entire earth, right up to the ocean. He was the first chakravartin or
emperor. Chakra means wheel and a chakravartin means an emperor, whose wheel (of the
chariot) moves continuously, without being obstructed anywhere. Thus, there might have
been kings before, but Prithu was the first anointed king, the first chakravartin and the first
rajan.

Let us turn to our dharma, the dharma of the citizens, as it emerges from the ancient
texts. These days, we ask that the government should do this and do that for us. Pause
and think, have we abdicated our responsibility for governance as individuals and as a
community? Today’s government is the counterpart of what was king in days of yore and
the overall goal of governance remains the same. It will be no different in the future.
In that day and age, the king’s role was limited—ensuring external and internal security,
ensuring an efficient dispute resolution mechanism, punishing the wicked and protecting
the virtuous. The rest of the governance was ensured by the people. Itihasa and Puranas, the
much-maligned Manu Smriti and Arthashastra all speak about this dharma. Specifically, in
the Mahabharata, when Bhishma lay on his bed of arrows, he instructed Yudhishthira about
rajadharma. Again, in the Sabha Parva of the Mahabharata, just before the royal (rajasuya)
sacrifice, the sage Narada arrives and asks Yudhishthira about the welfare of the kingdom.
In the Valmiki Ramayana too, Bharata is asked such questions by Rama in exile. We don’t
even need to go back thousands of years for insight into the citizens’ responsibilities. Even
a couple of hundred will do. The British authored the District Gazetteers. Initially, they did
these for the country as a whole and then started ones that were specific to the districts. Let
me cite the Ambala District Gazetteer from the year 1883-84. Around six years before this
was written, there was a famine. To prevent famines from recurring, public water works
were necessary in villages. The government of the day paid twenty-five thousand rupees,
in values of that time. The community contributed forty-five thousand. There was a Police
Reform Commission in 1901-02 and its report is an illuminating account of how the village
police system was worked by the community then. The District Gazetteers explain how
individuals as a community took care of many other things. If we argue that we pay taxes
so that the government performs these assorted tasks on our behalf, it would be well to
know that the combined share of taxes of the Union and State governments is now 17%
of the GDP. Kautilaya tells us that the share in his time was 16.90%. The king of that day
and age took one-sixth as taxes, exactly the same number. Ultimately, whose responsibility
is governance? The Preamble of the Indian Constitution begins with the words, “We the
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People of India”. In other words, the responsibility for ensuring good governance is not
that of the governments alone. In actual fact, the responsibility primarily devolves on the
citizens. I think it is clear that today we have abdicated our responsibility as citizens. We
have abandoned our dharma.

There are many nuances to dharma. In different contexts, dharma means moksha dharma
(the dharma of liberation), good behaviour (better referred to as saddachara), raja dharma
(the duty of kings), the dharma of the four varnas and ashramas and our own individual
svadharma. Dr B. R. Ambedkar, speaking on the Hindu Code Bill said “the definition
of Religion is four-fold; Veda, Smriti, Sadacharah (good conduct) and Atmatushti (self-
satisfaction).”? He also said, “The point is whether we are competent to make any changes,
the whole history of Hindu society shows that it is continually progressing from stage
to stage. Otherwise how do you explain the numerous Smritis, one Smriti laying down
one thing and another Smriti another? How do you explain this? Society is continuously
progressing and something has got to be found which is appropriate to the Sadachara or
Vyavahara Dharma.” We have the expression ¥em=R = dq + @R, meaning good conduct
or virtuous behaviour. Ideally, it is the individual alone who decides what is good and
virtuous; the touchstone being the attribute of atmatushti (1), As societies expand,
however, they need collective rules of behaviour to ensure saddchara. Otherwise, the
anonymity that large groups afford can lead to what is perceived as deviant behaviour. In
Satya Yuga or Krita Yuga, everyone was naturally virtuous. However, with each successive
yuga, from Treta to Dvapara and to Kali Yuga, people became increasingly susceptible to
evil. Codes for sadachara were required and founded; these became smriti texts. Then, to
enforce these codes, a king was needed. Hence, Prithu became the first king and prithivi
or prithvi (earth) came to be named after him. All codes and laws, sadachara, smriti texts,
Indian Penal Code, it is apparent, are context and society specific. There is nothing absolute
in the nature of the good or the bad prescribed in them. This is the crucial difference
between a smriti text and a shruti text. There is nothing absolute about a smriti text, even if
it happens to be the Bhagavad Gita. Saddchara, when imposed by the external world, does
not take us to self-realization or the truth. Most of the time, when we fight over religion,
its practices and mores, we actually fight over sadachara, not dharma. How will we know
all this if we do not read these texts? We should not reduce our understanding of Itihasa
and Puranas to only that which is found in popular media. We should read these texts.
Preferably in Sanskrit. If we cannot read them in Sanskrit then we should read them in the
form of a translation that is unabridged.

2 https://archive.org/stream/Ambedkar CompleteWorks/64B4.0n%20the%20Hindu%20
Code%20Bill_djvu.txt
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