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PREFACE :

"Memory is life. It is always carried by groups of people, and therefore it is in permanent
evolution. It is subject to the dialectics of remembering and forgetting, unaware of its
successive deformation open to all kinds of use and manipulation. Sometimes it remains latent
for long periods then suddenly revives. History is the always incomplete and problematic
reconstruction of what is no longer there. Memory always belongs to our time and form a lived
bond with the eternal present; history is a representative of the past”. (Pierre Nore, in E.J.
Hobsbawn, The Age of Empire, 1875-1914, Rupa & Co., Calcutta, 1982, p.1).

Ramakatha is a tradition, a membty.. As a tradition it is part of me. As a memory
it has induced me to embark on this study of the epic Ramayana one of the earliest
versions of Ramakathd, in the light of the recent developments and examiné the
deification and historicity of Rama. Inspite of being a deeply embedded memory,
little study has been undertaken to trace out the historical development of Rama's
deification. This work is an aae}npt to address some of the inipoftant issues involved
in the process of development of Rama from an ideal man a;ld an ideal king to an

avatdra.

Many people have contributed to this work. To begin with, I am indebted to my
supervisor Kunal Chakrabarti, whose intellectual contribution to this work is
immense. He stood by me from the very inception of the idea, to the framing of the

topic, till the final analysis. i

In addition, I am particularly :grateful to Prof. Raemila Thapar, whom I have
personally never met, but whose writings on the epies, especially on the Ramayana
were of great use and directed me to study the epic as a soérce of history, when
others questioned the very historicity of my primary source. I extend my thanks to
Prof. B.D. Chattopadhyay whose comments I have deeply valued while examining
geographical locations and archaeological éviciences. My special thanks to Dr. R.N.
Nandi, who initiated me into research and whose influence on my thinking fias been

deep and abiding.



I thank the staff of Sahitya Academy Library, National Museum Library and A.S. 1.
Library for their co-operation. A special thanks to Sri L.N. Mallick, Asstt. Librarian,

J.N.U., for his unfailing courtesy and ever helping attitude.

I am so deeply indebted to my friends that words of gratitude seem insufficient
repa_vhzent. They have not only supported me throughout and rejuvenated me
whenever I was retiring but have also enriched my work with their challenging
questions, insightful suggestio:zS (uid' by furnishing me with some of the
tidispensable references, books and ariiclés. I cannot discharge my debt to my
parents. I can only acknowledge their affectimi and support. I must acknowledyt the
contribution made by Ruby and Bablu. Their love and enduring faith in me sustained

both me and my work when things dppeared to be falling apdrt.

To all these people I express my gratitude, I alone am responsible for any

shortcomings.

NEW DELHI KUMARI ANJANA
July 22nd 1996 : |
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Introduction



1. Introduction

This work is an attempt to trace the process of deification of Rama as depicted
in the Valmiki R&m&y@a and to understand its significance in the backdrop of
ideological, material and social milieu of the contemporary society. I have argued that
the period of codification of the text was a period of reassertion of brahmanism in
several spheres of life. Brahmanism was attempting to construct an ideal theoretically
through the Smr.zi literature and was brihging in some of the salient features of these
ideals in the popular stories of the epics, particularly in the didactic sections. Rama
served the purpose of providing a subject where all the ifieals coalesced, whether as a
man or as a king, which contributed to his eventual deification as an incarnation of -

Vi§1}u.
The Text

‘ We treat the Ramayana here primarily as a historical doéument, because even
though the actual events narrated in the epic are not historical, "it does supply us with
information about the integrating- values around which the societies were organised. It
codifies belief, safeguards morality, attests for the efficiency of ritual and provides
social norms. In a historical tradition, therefore, the themes of myth act as factors of
continuity. In other words the analysis of a m)"’th can reveal the structure of the society

from which it emanates".! For literary works are not mysteriously inspired. They

Romila Thapar, Ancient Indian Social History, Orient Longman, Delhi, 1979,
p.296 .



2

represent particular ways of seeing the world, and as such they have a relation to that ‘
dom:mant way of seeing the world' which is the social mentality or ideology of-un age.
That ideology, in turn, is the product of the concrete social relations into which men
enter at a particular time and place. The Ramayana is impdrtant for us because it helps

us to undefstand this ideology and the social relations that produced it.

Importént secondary literature on the REmﬁyaga includes monographs by the
sanskritists such as Frank Whailing's Rise of Religious Significance of Rama (Motilal
Banarasidas, D;:lhi, 1980), J.L. Brockington's, Iéighieous Rama (Oxford University
Press, Delhi, 1984),Paula Richman's Many Rimayanas(Oxford University
Press,Delhi, 1994).. From historical point of view Romila Thapar's Exile And Kingdom
(Mythic society , Bangalore, 1978) connects the process of evolution of the epic with
the socio-economic and political f(;rmations of its tirﬁes.' H.D. Sankalia in The
Ramayana; Myth or Reality (People's Publishing House, Delhi, 1991) has tried to

relate the text with archaeologicai evidences.

Frank Whailing begins with the observation thzit scholars have neglected Rama
for Krsna. The reason behind thé neélect of Rama, he explains, is that little attempt
has been made to view his development as an integral ch‘aracter. He says that in the
Valmiki Ramayana, the most important lev.el of meaning in the Radma symbol is the
human level, iA.e.,as personification of é’hamm.A;t the second level Rama répresents the
gods and cOSmos over against demons and chaos. Thus at tilis stage the deeper level of
the meaning of Rama is that he is the successor of Indra. although he is not

mythologically identified with him. At the third and deepest level of meaning Rama is
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an avatim of Visnu. After accomplishing his task he returns back to heaven in his
original form c;f Visnu. He demo:nstrates' that the three stages -of development of the
symbol of Rama, the old level are alWays integréted with the new, an important
features of Indian religious life, which_exemplified. the willingness to accept new
elements and ability to integrate ﬁe new and old. The different symbols can function

for different people at different level.

Whailing emphasises the aspect of continuity in the Rama ideal. While he works
ou' in great detail the elements of contunity at religious and philosophic.. levels and
shows one integrated with the other in the realm of ideas. he makes no.attempt to view

these ideas in relation to any other context. Thus the religious aspect has been studied

in 1solation without being sensitive to the contemporary surroundings.

J.L. Brockington:starts with the history of the text. He argues that the long
time-span and the transmission factor of the epic makes it clear that it was composed
against the oral background of heroic balladé. He does not rule out “*. . the possibility
that there was a kemej of historical and semi-historical truth ;1round which the epic has
developed. He explains that mythxs the final stage in the development of a heroic saga.
Through continuous transmission the historicity and particularity of this heroic legend
are transformed in the popular memory into a mythical and universal form. He studied
the people‘, the court, the army, the stratified society as descr_ibed in the different
layers. He discusses the religious pattern and a shift towards righteousness. He
maintains that the elevation of Rama's character. combined with his standing as a

prince. makes it natural for him tg be compared with gods. Thus. in the first place. he
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is regularly compared with Indra. Further, it goes beyond just comparison and R@ma

is directly linked with Indra and later as an incarnation of Visnu.

Brockington is aware of the existence of a larger social context in which the
text has to be located. But although- he systematises information on society and
- economy as contained in the text \;/ith a good deal of precision, he nevertheless seems
to be insensitive to thé need for éorrelatihg this date with the development of the ideal

of Rama.

Paula Richman's book is « useful collection of pieces of literary analysis, of The
regional versions of the text. The fi.rst.section of the essays illustrates different
depictions of the same- episode in diffé}ent versions, and dangers of domination of one
story. In the sccond-se;ctibn highlights the refashioning, opposition-and diversify of -
Rama's story. However, the essays seldom take into account the underlying historical
‘process. The book is sensitive to the cultural context, put'the essays taken together do
not offer an explanations of why local requirements varied and to what extent these '

requirements were met by the regional versions.

H.D. Sankalia helps us in situating the text in its geographical loéation. Romila
Thapaf propounds that the Valmiki Ramayana can be seen as largely mythical in some
of its references, but mythology is based on certain assumptions and it is_with these that
the historian is ‘i)rimarily cono__ernéd with. Why the exile and the kingdom-for the two
themes appear to be main-pivots of the story representing two contrasting societies and
two contrary images. She argues that these pivotél societies could have existed
separately in the earlier tradition and were probably first put together in a single text

to become a standard version of the Ramakathd. The juxtaposition between the siate
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and the tribal chiefships and spread of Vaisnavism provided the perennial theme of the
Ramayana to broaden its base. The dominance of classical culture over the local culture
was established though political control over the new areas. The Ramayana provided

a good component for an integration of the new areas.

Romila Thapar, thus,locates the text in thé backdrops of the changing process
of sanskritsation and internalisation of culture. Her study helps us in understanding the
religious as well as mythical aspects of the éapic. But there is no discussion on the
possible relation between the development ot Rama as an incarnation of Vispu and :he
contemporary Brahminical agenida. This work _;is to analyse the deification of Rama in

the Valmiki Ramayana from historical point of view.

It is difﬁcujt toﬁate a text such as the‘RszZzyapa. Scholars have, however, tried
to fix its date v;/ithin fairly close limits.: Several eminent hiétorians‘ of Sanskrit
literature such as Jacobi, Keith and Macdonell has suggested that the core of the
" Ramayana was composed beforg 500 B.C. Camil Bulke and J.Gonda date it td the

fourth century B.C.? These are the earliest possible dates of the epic.

H.D. Sankalia has argu-ed opines that the uppermost limit of the Ramavana
cannot be earlier than the beginning of the Iron Age as ayasa in the Ramayana- definitely
refers to iron and not copper®. He theretore sﬁgg(:srs that the text began to be codified during
the period between 800 to 400 B.C. The maximum interpolétiOn, he expléins. seems

to have taken place between the second century B.C. and third ceﬁtury A.D. when

- MR Yadi, The Ramayana : Its Origin and Growth, A Statistical Siudy.

Bhandarkar Oriental research Institute. Poona, 1994, p.54. '
H.D.Rankalia,RamayareMyth or Reality, People's Publishing House 1991
(reprint)p.S1.
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descriptions of Lanka, Ayodhya, Kiskindha, céme to be entirely recomposed. For
instance, the episode of finger ring that Hanuman presented to Sita was introduced at
this time, for signet rings were unknown beforre the first century B.C. and was only

introduced by the Indo-Greeks in the early part of first century B.C.*

'B.B. Lal has pointed out that the excavation at the Rgmayana sites have proved

the absence of PGW found at the Mahabhdrata sites and therefore, if Rama was a
historical figure living in Ayodhya, he was later in date than the period of the
Maﬁfibh&raza heroes.® H.D. Sankalia, who made a brief eXbloration of Ayodhya, had
found PGW shreds there®. Prof. B.D. Chattopadhyay however explains that the
evidéncé of literary texts such as an epic and that of archaeology can perhaps meet
only a certain points, for these texts represent different types of culture which cover
a vast span of time. The epics were wri_tten over a nﬁmber of centuries and the process
presupposes a considerable degree of overlapping in time. He, therefore, suggests that
“it would be risky, if not totally futile, to single oﬁt any» barticular archaeological
cultural trait for correlation with the literary evidence of this kind. Perhaps it may be
possible to updertake a total structural study of society in téfms of both archaeology

and literary tradition’. -

M. R. Yardi, on the basis of astronomical evidence, has argued that the

! ibid.,p.55 v

B.B.Lal, "Archaeology and the Two Indian Epics". Annals of Bhandarakar
Oriental Research Institute. Vol XXIV, 1974, p.7.

o H.D.Sankalia, op.cit.p.45.

B.D.Chattopadhyay, Indian Archaeology and the Eplc Tradmon ' Pugtarva,No. 8
1975- 76, p.70.

~
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Ramayana was composed before 400 B.C, and its ﬁnal' redaction seems to have been
completed by the first century A.D. The earliest reference to the seven days a week
and, therefore the planets, is maﬁde by Garga who flourished in the first century B.C.
Thus the sarga 4 in the Ayodhyakanda must have been added by an author who could

not have lived before the first century B.C.3

J.L. Brockington suggests that the period of greatest interpolation was the fourth
century A.D. and it was only %lfter the Gupta period that Rama was deified and
regarded as one of the avataras of Visnu. The first available dep>iction of the Ramayana
in sculpture has been found at Deogorh in the Dasavatara temple, dated in the fifth
century AD Episodes from the Rc'szyagia have also béen dgpicted at Nacana (M.P.),
dated once again in the fifth century A.D.° A terracotta plaque, datable to the second
céntury B.C. from Kau§ambi, shows a plump short-statured man with bulging eyes and
wrinkled face holding .a woman in his arms.‘Both the hands of the woman are raised
in alarm and some of her omaments'; ﬁave fallen on the grgund. This depiction reminds

one of Stta's abduction, but it can not be definitely traced to the Ramayana®.

So far as the interpolations are concerned, Brockington has tried to identify four
different layers (p.307-327). The or;ally transmitted phase, according to him, belongs
to the fifth to fourth centuries B.C. This first stage is that in which the heroic aspect

of the story is most evident, the material culture and the social pattern are at their

'M.R.Yardi, op.cit. pp.49-60, referring to V.R - 3.4.17-19 }
Jayantika Kala, Epic Scenes in Indian Plastic Art, Abhinav Prakashan, New
Delhi, 1980, p p. 17-19. and Joaana Williams, 7he Art of Gupta India . Heritage
Publication. New Dethi, 1993, plates 115-170

Jayantika Kala, op.cit., p.27

10
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simplest, and the geographical horizons are most restricted. The king surrounded by
“his court is the focus of the society and he is respected rather than revered as divine.
His right to levy tribute or taxes is matched by his obligations to protect his subjects.
Warfére was a prominent aspect of society at the stage, not only because of the material
condition of the period but also due to the faét that audience at the royal court loved
to listen to the neroic tales. The social organisation was relatively simple with little
emphasis on the four varnas. There was no marked sign of inferiority for non-settled
or tribal groups, and women enjoyed some degree of favour. The evidence of the
religious norms prevailing i.n the first stage, though limited, is one of the strongest
pointer to an early date. The pattern alluded to is markedly nearer the Vedic pattern

than the Purdnic, as attested by the prominence of Indra. It contains most of the verses

of the book 2 to 6.

The second stage is dated between the third century B.C. and the first century
A.D. and it covers 34 % of the critical edition of the text. With the second stage there
is a certain shift of einphasis from the heroic to the aesthetic, which in part accounts
for the greater elaboration of the story visible at this stage. Caravans of merchants,
staircases, water towers, personal ornaments such as ear-rings, necklaces, anklets etc.
suggest a more developed social and economic pattern. Geographical awareness at this
stage shows litle extension from that of the first stage. The status of the king was now
enhanced through claims of divine status and his role as a protector was still
emphasised. Warfare Was becoming more elaborate with the switch from chariots to
elephants. Socially the most obvibﬁs change was in the position of women with

emphasis placed on a wife's subservience to her husband and on her chastity. The



varna system was beginning to surface and allusions are made to the distinctive role
of the brahmanas who were supposed to study and conduct rituals. Greater' prominence
was given to Braﬁam'é, and heave:n and hell were distinguished. The inclusion from this
stage onwards of a divine chorus or. audience as spectators at crucial poinfs in the
narrative is perhaps the first sign of the increasing religious significance with which the

epic came to be invested, ultimately turning it into a Vaisnava work.

The third stage has beenl.cliatedb by Brockington to the first to third centuries
A.D., when the books one and seven were composed. It constitutes nearlf one fourth
of the text. Inthis stage there occurs muph greawr emphasis on the four varpa model
‘ and correspondingly on the king's duty. to punish breaches of this religiously ordained
social system.. The position of women had declined further and they now at t.imes
appear simply as temptresses. At the same time the need for sons to continue the fan;ily
and perform the memorial rites for the father has been stressed. A note worthy feature
of this stage is the growth of urban centres, mostly in the Ganga basin. Both Taxild in -
the north.west and Pratisthana in the Deccan, which had great prominence in the first
and second century A.D, have also been rﬁéntioned. In the description of warfare,
realism was replaced by fantastic imagination and the employment‘ of divine or magical
weapons became common. Visnu and S/iva rose in status . and challenged Indra and
Brahama for supremacy among the gods. Nevertheless, Brahama has been described
in greater detail with occasional reference to his four heads and his birth from a lotus.
However, although indra and Brahma were still importaht; it was already evident tha__t

, _ i _ . .
Visnu and Siva were the only contenders for the role of the supreme deity.
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The fourth stage is dated between the 4th and 12th centuries A.D. which
admitted some minor interpolatiéns. Emphasis on religion increased fﬁrther during this
stage. But the greatest change cén be observed on the social level, for the epic had by
now largely mo?ed'away from its heroic origins and most additions were made either
for aesthetic effect or for didactic and réligious purposes. The social organisation was
clearly based on the varna system and greater emphasis was placed on the elevation
of the brahamanas and the degradation of the sudras and the outcastes. The wife now
came to be seen merely as an adjuncg'of her husband. The increasing hold of astrolvogy
is very evidént and it now included the Hellenistic system which became available from

the middle of the second century A.D.

M.R. Yardi has objected to Brockington's method of identifying distinct layers
of the text. Yardi points out that "there isr a subjective element in the choice of the
linguistic features. Secondly, no author can write continuously ina homogenous style
and a method has to be found by which we can separate the chance variations in his -
style from those which are significantly different” . HoWever, it should be noted that
Brockington has based his study n(;t only on the linguistic features but also on the

variation in the socio-economic and political context of the text.

M.R. Yardi divides the layers of the text in five stages. The first reduction was
made by Suta and his son Sauti (fifth century B.C.), then by Harivah{ak’ara (second
century B.C.) and the Parvasangrahakara (first century B.C.) and the last was

mterpolated in the first Century A.D. He maintains that of the critical edition. which

1 M .R.Yardi, op.cit., p.¥V.
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consists of 17868 Slokas, only 8121 §lokas_ belong to the original Ramayana of Valmiki

and the rest were added by the above mentioned four stages.'?

It is also important to identify the geographical location of the places mentioned

i the text for thé purpose of historical study. Ayodhya was the capital of Kosala,
which seems to have spread over a large part of the Indo-Gangetic doab. B.C. Law
mentions that Ayodhya was a village durixj1g the later Vedic period.” Brockington also
observes that Ayodhya in days of Valmiki did not materially differ from a village.'
We, however, get fanciful descriptions of Ayé»dhy'é, Kiskindha and_. Larka. These
descriptions of the cities as well-developed urban centres may belong to the period
“associated with the NBP ware (500 B.C. - 100 A.D.). Brockington suggests that in the
first stage the real limits of the Aryan settlemerits southwards was that of the YbamunE
and the Gafgﬁ, with some vague knowiedge of the cOuntr-y to the séuth as far as the
Vindhyas. "At this period then both Kiskindha and Lanka would have lain in the\upland
areas approximately between Jabalpur and the Chotanagpur plateau.”'* He argues that -
it does seem clear that both Lanka and Godavari had become proper names, while the

former simply meant an island or an isolated hill.

H.D. Sankalia has identified Lanka and Dandakaranya in the Chotanagpur
plateau. In the Ra'mc?yat'za, the Sdla tree has been described as a weapon of war between

the Raksasas and the Vanaras.'® Sankalia refers to a botanical study which shows that

- ibid., p.V. _

B.C.Law, Historical Geography of Ancient India, Paris. 1954, p.67.

J.L. Brockingtion, Righteous Rama, Oxford University Press, Delhi, 1984, p.69.
1S ibid., p.119-120.

1 V.R. -4.11.47-49, 4.12.3-4,4.16.21.
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the Sala tree grew in the Chotanagpur plateau alone and nowhere else. Thus Lanka has

had to be somcwhere in the Chotanagpur Plateau

The Socio-Economic and Political Milieu

The Ramayana envisages a stratified society, with the royal court as its centre.
The ¥arna order seems to have been a later-. development, for instead of enumeration
of the four varnas, in many instances lists of different occupational groups occur. For
example, in the Ayodhyb'k&r‘lga, br&hmayas. Iqatriyas, soldiers, courtiers, heads of
guilds and other principal citizens weré summoned to attend Bharata's sabha.'*
Similarly, brahmanas, Courtiers, generals, an¢ leading merchants assembled on the
occasion of the coronation of Rama.' "What is perhapé most striking about all such
listing is the relative prominence of the leading merchants, a situation only paralleled
in the early Buddhiét texts and presumably reflecting a comparatively short-lived phase
of society before the presence of orthbdoxy reasserted themseives. Yet this feature is
appafent only in such incidental listing anq is nov;'here reflected in Ehe narrative of the

Ramayana”.*

There is indeed a tendency to standardize the number and functions of the four
varnas. When Bharata set out to meet Rama in the forest, members of the brdhmapa,

. <7 V4 . .
ksatriya, vaisya and Sudra varnas are said to have got their horses, camels, asses and
. ‘ .

H.D. Sankalia, op.cit., p.48.

M VIR =251

Yo VR -213.0-20

J.L. Brockingtion, op.cit, p.154.
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elephants ready to go with him.* Rama enquired from Bharata in the forest whether
the br?zhmargas, the “k:vatriyas and the yais/yas were devoted to their own duties.*
Bharata told Rama that if he thought that the cause of morality was best served by
suffering, then he would undertake the trouble of protecting the four varnas.” Finally,
Niréda articulated the ultimate brahmanical anxiety that with the decline of dharma

in successive yugas the other varnas would usurp the privileges of brahmanas.”

There is no explicit evidence of tension and conflict among the varpas in the
Ramayana. The varna order was flexible enough to enable the ksatriya king Visvamitra
to become a brahmana.” There is however, a stray reference to the hostility of the

] br‘_Zihrﬁar;as towards the ksatriyas, as Para$urama challenged DaSaratha®. But he was

humbled by Rama and no further allusion to this hostility occurs in the text.

The occupations of the four v’qrflas have not been spelt out in one place, but
th&  can be gleaned from the references scattered throughout the text i the br’dhmapas
wére ‘Vedaparangas,” and ya]"r'iikas‘,28 their duty being study of the -Vedas and
performance of sacrifices. Bharata, as he approached Ayodhya, considered that the
brahmanas proficient in the Vedas and devoted to the performance of sacrifices were

the symbol of that city.? The hermitages in the Dandakaranya echoed with the sound

2 V.R -2.76.39.

2 V.R -2.94.35,

ey V.R -2.98.57.

2* V.R. - 7.65, 8-26.
2 V.R. -1.52.5.

2 V.R -1.73.5.

7 V.R -1.23.5.
V.R -1.12.5.

e V.R. -2.65.16.
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of Vedic recitations and the beginning of the rainy season was the time for the

brahmanas to chant samans.*

Ksatradharma or ihe function of the ksatriya was to protect others. The vaifyas
were the leaders the guild of merchants and caravans.® They were also invited to attend
the sabha which Vasistha convened to discuss the question of succession after
Dasaratha's death. There are a few instances of intermixing of the varyas. Dagaratha
killed a young ascetic, bofn of a vaifya father by a s’ud_ra mother.*> Rama killed the
sudra ascetic éambﬁka for he transgressed his varna limitations which was considered

inimical to the larger interests of the society. This episo'de presents a contrast to an

e ‘ - . . - . . . 4 -
earlier, more liberal attitude, when Rama accepted the offerings of ascetic Sabari.

It is doubtful whether the four asramas had come into vogue. The ‘only
reference tor the asrama system in the text occurs when Bharata persuading Rama to
rgtum to Ayodhya, argued that the householder's stage was the best of the four stages
of life.** The term‘ brahmaca;ya seems to have been uSed in the Ramayana in its literal
sense of celibacy or continence, as Rama is said to have observed brahmacarya in
exile.* There are alsq many refer.ences to ascetics. Inspite of these examples, it seems

that the practices of the division of" life into four aramas was yet to be firmly

established.

30 V.R -42734

31 V.R -2.61.17,2.4828. 3.58.31
2 V'R -25737

3 IR -2.91.58

H V.R -2.46.10
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Norms of family relationship plays a major part in the Ramayana. Obedience
to and respect for the parents was éonsidcred to be one of the cardinal virtues, the
- standard against which other loyalties were to be jgdged. Correspondingly the parent's
affection for their children and concern for their welfare are attested by DaSaratha's
pleasure rat Rama's proposed coronation and Kausalya's mourning at Rama's departure
for forest. The relationship between the brothers was supposed to be one of warm
 affection and closeness, the only exception being Lak§maga's_anger against Bharata,
when -he believed that Bharata was usurping the throne which rightfully belongéd to .
Rama. But he was pacified by Rama.* Rﬁma's selflessness in declaring that he would
gladly‘give away everything to Bharata, Bharata's refusal to assume the throne of

- Ayodhya, and Laksmana's devotion to Rama are examples of ideal brotherly affection.

The status of women in society is a measi;re of its culturalvacc'qmplishment. In
the Ramayana, women were free to move about in public and were not confined to the
inner apartments of the household. Sitd accompanied Rama to the forest arnd Kaikey1
nursed Dafaratha in the battle—ﬁeld.‘36 The presence of wives at some of fhe important
public ritual; or other ceremonial occasions is a commoln. feature.> The king's
antahpura (inner apartment) is often mentioned,‘but this seems to have been meant for
their protection rather than for their seclusion. The appointment of female
superintendent as well as the female door-keepers must have served the same purpose.

Men were supposed to be courteous towards women and they could not be sentenced

38 'R -2.97.17
3o V'R -6.99.19-20
37 V.R -1.13.26-27, 2.69.9, 2.70.19-21.
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to capital punishment.

Rama of course killed Tétaka, but the act is justified by the fact that she was a
R&kfasf' and her presence was a thereat to the sages®. There is no evidence in the
REma‘yazza that the widows were considered inauspicious. Women often lived in the
y - - 4 - . — v~ . ” . .
asramas. Anasuya, Sabari, Vedavatt and Sita herself stayed in the asramas in different
stages of their life.* However, we also find in later stage the traditional mythological

. . . /
role of women as temptresses to distract ascetics in the story of Rsyasrnga, and

- .
Visvamitra.

The prime roie of the husband was that of thé protector of his wife. It is |
mentioned in a passagem the text that the re;c.ponsibility of p’rétecting women de\;olves
. first upon the husbai}d, _ﬁlen on the son, then on the other relatives, and failing these,
‘ -on the k'ing‘.“0 Sita prdclaiM her confidence in Rdma's ability to protect her in the
forest. The des: ription of mutal affection and coméanionship between'Ré'fna and Sita
in. the forest suggest that the husband was supposed to be the wife's friend as well. Sita’
advised Rifna to .lead, the life of an ascetic in the forest and asked him not to harm the

Raksasas without provocation.*!

However, this relationship of friendship and trust was reversed in the later stages
and was replaced by his wife's absolute subservience to her husband. The

insubordination of the wife was considered to be one of the major threat to the smooth

38 V.R. -124.13-19
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functioning of the society. The dominant position of the husband is attested by the use
of such epithets for him as natha or pati.** The husband las been described as the
supreme deity of the wife.** The women were being cast in their later mythological role

. . . . . /
of being seducers who distracted the sages in meditation, such, as Rsyasrnga or

e/ - .
Visvamitra.*

Polygamy was a norm specially among the kings, but adultery was severely
condemned.* Ahalya had to suffer for ages for her supposed adultery and Rama
punished Vli for his union with Ru;fné.“ A polygamy royal household could become
a place of tepsion and intrigue. Ramz's exile was the outcome of one such intrigue.
‘ in contrast, Rama took only one wife and in the Unarak&r}qa it is stated that Rama did
not marry even aﬁer Sita was consigned to the &fr@m of Vilmiki. Instead even he
made a golden statue of Sita to fulﬁl ;lle obligation of performing the ASvamedha

sacrifiegg.

A great emphasis came to be placed on the chastity of the wife. Rama declared,
"I find the very thought of Sit being touched by another person abhorrent".*’ Sitx,
conforming to this expectation, told Hanuman that she would not touch a de;sasa even

with her left foot. * She declared that she would not voluntarily touch another male.*’

@ V.R. -2.61.9-10 | <
3 V.R. -226.14,2.34.27,3.54.3, 5.26.12

44 V.R -15.7

4 V.R. -2.66.38

46 V.R -418.6-15

47 V.R -3.2.19

4* V.R -5.24.9

4 V.R -5.35.62



18

/

When public opinion questioned the chastity of Sitd, she first had to undergo a
fire-ordeal and was then banished to Valmiki's asrama. This extreme emphasis placed
on the chastity and fidelity of women resulted in the seclusion of women, and the inner

apartments, now came to be guarded by the eunuchs.*

There are very few referenées to the economic life in the Ramayana. In the
Ayodhyakanda, a number of opcupatidns have been mentioned.A These include
bhumiprades(gyah, sutrakarmavisaradah (skilled in designing buildings), khanaka
(experts in da’ggin"g), yarit;akavidah (cxpérts in mechanics), sthapatayah (architects).
craftsmen, spies, jewellers, potters, weavers, armougr, goldsmiths, doctors, perfumers,
washermen, tailors, actors, fishermen, etc.*' They all accompanied Bharata when he

went to visit Rama in the forest.

References to cattle are only half as either horses or elephants, suggesting the
martial interest of the epic. It indic;ites that either the practice of agriculture was little
developed ~during this period or the interest of the poet and the audience did not lie in
that direction. The latter assumption seems to be correct, since by the first éénturies
" of the Christiz;ﬁ era the Ganga valley was undoubtedly under habitation, as attested by
the location of Dafaratha's capital at Ayodhyﬁ'. This would have necessitated advanced
agricultural techniques, but it is mentioned that the population was not dependent on

i
rain.”? However, regular rainfall could only be ensured by maintaining proper order

i

In society, for it is mentiomed that it does not rain in a kingless state.>® The only

30 V.R -799.10
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variety of grain mentioned in the early parts of the text is rice (nivara, sali).
References to other kinds of grain that occur in the stages are wheat (godhiima), barley

(vava), millet (syamaka).™

Dairy products are mentioned throughout the text. Birds, fish, honey, roots,
fruits, fresh and dried meat and forest products were important fqod items.>* The
Rﬁk.fasas ate deer, buffalo, bear, peacock, fowl, rhinoceros aﬁd goat.>® Nevertheless,
one can detect a steady decline in the use of meat and in the later passages meat eating
has been cc:ndemned. Brockington, howeve}, argues that vegetarianism was prescribed

only for the ascetics in the forest, and even then it was more an expression of their

rejection of society and organised labour than of respéct for animal life.%’

Kigkindha apd Lanka were just as affluent and urban as Ayodhy4. Kiskindha' ’
was crowdéd with mansions and pélaces and was adorned with all sorts of flourishing
trees's. * La’nk'i was.designed byf. Vidvakarma, the gods own architect. It had a moat
filled with lotuses and hun;ireds of watch towers and> its buildings had pillars, pitched
roof, staircases leading to the upper storeys and daises and lattice work ih precious

stones or gold.* -

These descriptions contradict the general impression that the dwellers of

53 V.R -2.61.8-9
J.L.Brockington, op.cit., p.100.
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Kigkindha and Lanka were none but uncivilised monkeys and demons. Brockington
points by that the connmonest term for the inhabitants of Ki§kindh-5 is Vanara, derived
from vana (forest). According to him, it simply denotes inhabitants of the forest which,
is quite éompatible with their being a forest tribe.® In the text they behave like wise
and'cult.ured people. The degree to which :th_ey were brah'manised can be inferred form
the ceremony of the installation of Sugriva as the king of Kiskindha. The ceremony
even included gifts to the brahmanas.®" The ambivalent attitude of the epic toward the

Vanaras couid be due to the poet's unfamiliarity with the tribal customs and their ways

of life.

The Raksasas as portrayed in the Rdmayana were essentially human, with some
except.ions-. They have been frequently describes as k@mrupinah, a trait whic.h they
s:hared with the Vanaras andj by which they could assume any form. They have also
been described as cannibals. §ﬁmagakh§, when repulsed by Rama and Laksmana,
threatened to devour Sita. Their is, however, clear evidence that the Raksasas belonged
to an advaﬁced culture. There are references to the Raksasas adopting: Vedic customs
and rituals under the influence of the sages in Janasthana.®* This may indicate that the
Raksasas did not resist the brahﬁanical culture, but opposed brahamanical penetration
into their own territory. Mostvof the conflicts between the humans and the Raksasas,
mentioned in the Ramayana, occur in the latter's territory. Thus, the essentiall

difference between the Vanaras and the Raksasas, seems to be that the former were

6
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friendly to Rama with the latter were hostile to him.

The king and his court were the focal points of the society. Indeed, the
" centrality of the ruler for the maintenance of an orderly society is well illustrated by
the two descriptions of an ideal society with which the epic begins and ends.
Conversely, the evils of a kingless state have been delineated in gfeat detail®®. During
the righteous rule of Rama, there were no untimely deaths, people were happy dutiful
and blessed with sons, trees bore fruits and it rained in time. The king was to be
hon(ﬁ;réd and respected in_ﬁall circumstances, for he partook of the nature of five
gods.* Thus, the king was the representative of the gods on earth, and therefore, the
text says», he should never be criticised.® The kidg, on the other hand, had the
qbligation to protect his subjécts which gave him the right to levy taxes (bali). This was |

' the basis of the appeal made to Rama by the sages in the Dandaka forest for their
- f—"-ﬁb N
protection against the Raksasas.* )y

_ ‘ {3‘ pRecy I

The Socnal Crisis of the Kali Age and the Brahmanical Remedy \%‘he“j

need of An Avatara

To analyse the actions of human agency it is important to have an insight into
the contemporary society and the popular perception of its governing norms. At one
level, the concept of the four yugas provide us with a framework to understand the

nature of the ideal society that brahmanism was attempting to construct through the
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composition of such texts as the Ramayana and the reasons behind this process.

One éf the earliest reference to this concept occurs in the Mahabharata.
According to this theory, four yugas the Krta. Tretd, Dvapara and Kali - through the
righteousness gradually decreases and is replaced by evil, till during the Kali age only
one quarter of dharma remains and adharma occupies three quqrter of the social
space.®”” Manu however, points out that the yugas are not inviable units of time. It is
the king whc;, by his conduct, can int;oduce the characteristics of one yuga into

another.®® A great émphasis was therefore placed on the nature of the age «nd the

quality of kingship.

B.N.S. Yadav has summarised the characteristics of the Kali age. These are
occurrence of foreign invasion Such as by the Yavanas, Sakas, Hunas, etc., natural
calamities such as famine and flood, decline in economic conditions, disruption in the
caturavarna system characterised by the rise of the Sudras and the d,egrédation of the
vaisﬂla;v, the older ruling aristocracy and 'Fhe priestly elite. These result in heightened
social conflict and greater exploitation of the peasantry by means of oppressive taxes
and forced labour by the mewly emerging ruling classes. The impact of these
disturbances can be witnessed in the rise of heretical religions, the general decline of
traditional moral standard and religious values®. Available sources indicate that the

above mentioned features of the Kali age was perceived to have obtained by the third

P.V.Kane, History of Pharmasastras, Vol Ill, Bhandarkar Oriental Research
Institute, Poona, 1941, p.892 ‘ '

ok ibid., p.892.

67 B.N.S.Yadav, "The Kali Age and Social Transition", /ndian Historical Review,
Vol V, July 1978-79, p.33
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~ century B.C. The first clear inscriptional reference to the that social crisis conforms to
the description of the Kali age occurs inlthe Satvahana inscriptions of 'the second
century A.D. where Gautamiputra Satkarni has been credited with putting an end to the
confusion created by the disruption of the varpa brder. 7 Thus, the composition of the
RErﬁ'd‘yapa falls within this period of socia} crisis. The Dharmasutras of Xpasﬁmba,
Gautama, Baudhayana and Vasisf(600 B.C. - 400 B.C.), the Manusinrti (200B.C. -
2OOA.D.) and the Visnu smrti (100 A.D. - 400 A.D.) helps us to form a broad idea
of the contemporary social crisis and the manner in which brahanjanism helped to

combact it.

To begin with.the word dhamla is derived from the root dhr, 'meaniﬁg to
| -uphold, b support, to nourish. At the request of the sages Manu imparted the dharmq
of all the varnas” .. Dharma is a difficult terms to define. Depending on th;: context,
it variously means ordinance, usage, duty, right, justice, morality, virtue and religion.
Dharma is also personified as a deity.” Manu further explains that dharma is a way
of .life pracﬁsed by the learned who leéd a moral life, who are free from hatred, and‘
who act in éccordance with their con@ience”. According to Kamandaka, dharma is
that which is practised by the Aryans (respectable people) who are conversant with the
Vedic tradition, and adharma is what such people censure’ . The Gautama

Dharmasutra says that the Veda is source of dharma, tradition and practice. There are

70
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five different sources of dharma according to Manu. These are varnadharma ,
- aSramadhrama, varglds/ramdhamza, naimitikadharma (such as prayaScitta , etc.)

gunadharma (The duty of king, etc)”.

It is importdnt to ask whether the theory of the four varnas with their peculiar
privileges and duties described in the Dharmasitras and the Smrtis was merely an ideal
at the time of the __ composition of thése texts, or they were already in practice.
P.V.Kane has argued that the manner in which these iext refer to the privileges anq the
disabilities of the four varnas ring so ﬁué that oné is tempted to believe that they
represented the real division of society, at least to a very large extent.” However, one
may also wonder, if this was dle‘acut’al state of affairs in the society,v what was the need
for such strong and.re'peated emphasis on the necessity of maintaining the varna order?
There is enough historical evidence to suggest that the ideal fell short of practice. Let |
us have a brief look at what this duties and responsibilities of the different varnas were

for we are concerned with the ideals that the Ramayapa was attempting to establish.

Manu declared that "for priest, He, (god; ordained teaching and learning, -
sacrificing for themselves and for. - others,?'yégand receiving. Protecting his subjects,
performing sacrifices, studying and remaining unattéched to sensory objects are the
duties of a ruler. Protecting his livestock, giving, performing sacrifices, studying,
trading, lending money and farming the land are the duties of a commoner. The lord

assigned only one action to a fudra, i.e. serving the others without resentment”.”’

7 Manu - 2.1
7 P.V.Kane, op.cit., Vol. 11, p.47
7 Manu. - 1. 88-91
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The higher the varna of a person, the lesser was the punishment for him for
any kind of crime. Apastamba declared that ;1»§udra who assumes a position equal to
that of the first three var?las, in conversation, on the road, on a cquch, or in sitting,
shall be flogged"™®. If a Sudra views the Vedas, his body should be split into parts. A
Sudra who intentionally revil;m a brahamana or criminally assaults him with blO;NS,
should be deprived of his limbs. If he delibera;gly listens to the recitation of the Vedas,
his ears shall be filled with molten tin"™. Forj wilfully using abusive language towards
a member of three upper vargzaﬁ, a s'udfa willj have his téngue cut off. A ksatriya shall
be fined one hundred karsapanas if he abuses a brahmana, and a vaisya who‘assaults :
a brahmana shall pé}y one and a half time as much as a kfazriya. But a-br&‘hma‘na_who
ébuses a k.giztn'ya shall pay fifty k&r.f&'pa{zas, one half of that am(;uni_ if he abuses a

vaisyaand if he abuses a skdra, nothing"®.

The attitude of the authors of the Dharmasutras towards the criminals was
guided by the consideration of their varna status. Among the higher castes, the
brahmanas naturally enjoyed the greatest- privileges. Gautama categorically prohibited
the infliction of corporal punishment on the brahmanas. What ever be the crime
committed by them, they were totally immune to death-penalty.®’ However, for
offences of certain kinds, the punishment was heavier for the members of the higher
varnas than those of the JoWer varnas. Theft was one such offence; For theft in

general, a Sudra was to restore the stolen property eightfold to the owner. It was

7® AD.-2.1027
7 GD.-12.15
e ibid., 12.8.13
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sixteen fold, thirty-two fold and sixty-four fold for the thieves of the members of the
vaisya, ksatriya, and brahmana varnas respectively.® Even in this, brahmanism did not
sh_ow any leniency to the s/udras, for the assumption was, being a sudra, he would be

naturally prone to such low offences.

We have already mentioned that family relations were central to the plot of the
Rdm&'yar;a, and the authors of‘“ the didactic text have devoted a good deal of their
attentiobn to the ideal norhs of relb‘ationship that must prevail vwithin the family. Manu,
in describing the obligations of -houséh_olders, stated that the husband and the wife
should remain true to each other till death®. The deities delight in places where women
are revered.® A househqlder‘ should feed a priest as a means of pleasing the ancestors

_during the performance of the five great sacrifices. And he should play an important

role in maintaining the varpa system in its pure form®.

" Gautama laid down that the guests of the valzz;zs other than those of the
brdhmar.za and the kfatﬁya should be entertained merely out of human consideratior;,
~because they, not being atithis in‘ the proper sense of the term, are not legitimately
entitled to the honour deserved by the guest of the two upper varnas.® Charity,

however, must be within one’s means and should never be indiscriminate. Apastamba

expressly forbade one to make gifts to anybody who begs for the enjoyment of sensual
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pleasures.®” Gautama, -similarly state& that one must not give anything that may be
utilised for immoral purposes.® Among the persons deserving gifts from a
householder, the most worthy are the students begging for their guru. People !
preforming sacrifices or getting_medicine for tixe diseased, the destitutes and the
travellers. There seems to have been an apparent uncertainty about the proper position
of women in society. Onvth‘e one hand( she has been regarded as pure, while on the
other, she has been denied independenéeat all stages of her life. She is supposed to
remain under the guardianship of her father in her.infancy, of her husband in her youth
and of her son in her old age. Her depende}lce was so complete that Gautama declared
that a women can neither perforn; a yajii’a or a vrata, nor can she undertake fasts on
her own.* Her only duty was to é(;rve her husband with utmost loyalty. At the same
~ time, Baudhayana stated tha; the v»."}ifev was more precious than wealth, and as such,
deserved careful protection. A man was debarred from forsaking his wife at his will.
Xpastamba ﬁrescribed a six-month long penance for unjus;tly forsaking one's wife.
Similarly, the wife was forbidden to desert her husband without shfﬁcient reason.*
However, although some of these norms may appear to accord re:spect to women, it is
evident that women were already turned into a commeodity. That is wﬁy husbands have
been advised to guard the wife like precious wealth . Also the emphasis on her chastity
was to ensure that the male issue inherits the father's property and continue the

patriarchal lineage.
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Speaking about the king, Manu explaiqed that the God created the king with
essential parts taken from Indra, Yama, Agni, Varuna and Kubera. Therefore he
surpasses all beings by his majesty‘”. Gautama and Rpastamba aﬁserted that a king an'd
a spiritual teacher must not be revilé_:d92 . The Narad Smrti declared that it is Indra
himself who moves about or; earth in t:he wform of the king, and even if he is devoid
of qualities, he deserves honour from h_'is subjects, for he performs the functions of the

five deities.*

This divine status does not nequéarily place the king above all questions. He
has beén asked to remain depende;nt on the btﬁhmapas for ever and his authority is said
to extend over all except the l?rihamagas:“. The king who treats his subjects harshly
looses his life, his family andhis kingdom®. Moreover, the pri.nciple of danda if
prot)erly wielded, conduces to the advancement of the three purusarthas but if a méan
and unjust king yields it, it recoils on him and destroys him together ‘with his
relations®. Protection of the var.nadha'rma is his highest duty"". The brahamanas have
béen invested with the authority to destréy an oppressive ksatriya king‘ﬁ. Gautama l;iid
down that the justice should be administered in accordance with the Veda. The king has
been advised to come to a decision reg_arding matters concerning a particular varna

after consulting the members of that varna. A parisad of brahmanas was to advice the
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king and help him in comp-lex‘: legal issues.®®

The socio-economic, political and religious norms as discussed in the -didactic
texts suggest that brahmanism perceived threats to its social order and attempted to -

remedy them by setting up ideals which were to be followed and enforced.

So far as the society of Ayodhya is concerned it does not appear as if it was
facing any crisis. How could adversity befall a kingdom that was ruled by so righteous
a king as Rama, who upheld all at the ethical norms and social values prescribed by
brahmanism. The responsibili;y of Rama, however, was not merely to maintain peace’ -
and dharma in KoSala, but to extend the brahmanical norms on other societies as well.
The norms of society of the Vanaras and the Raksasas differed from the ideals that
Rama stood for. The Vanaras, escaped the wrath of Rama, for the); befriended him.
But the Raksasas challenged the incursion of brahmanism and had to be subordinated.
The major conflict in the Ramdyana 1s not symptomatic of the typical crisis of th(;, Kali
age, but of a conflict between two contrasting social‘ values. Rama succeeded in
upholding and establishing the brahmanical ideal by his personal examples, as we have
,alréady seen in our discussion on the isocio—p'olkitical context and the four layefs of the
Ramayana. He embodled dharma iwhich in this context meant, above all things,
righteousness. It is this personificafion of the ideal which eventually led to his
deification and his elevation into thé status of an avatdra in the later stages. His
deification ensured thét he served the p@mose of being the model to be followed by all.
How exactly did Rama match up to the ideal is what we are going to discuss-in the

subsequent chapters.
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2. Raima : The Man

i

" Be pleased to hear of the man endow%ed with the manifold and rare virtues that have,
been catalogued by you ". (V.R-1.1.7).}

Vilmiki's Rama was essentially a| human being with the usual human limitations.
He overcame his limitations by practising dharma . Vilniiki began with the quest for a
- man who would answer his catalogue of high moral virtues. These included, " a man who
is mighty aqd yet knows both what is l;ght and how to act upon it? Who always speaks
the truth and holds firmly to his vows? Who exemplifies proper conduct and is beneficent
to all creatures? Who is leamed;:ca;?able and a pleasuretobehold? Who is self controlled,
having subdued his anger ? Who is,both judicious and free “from envy? Who, when his
fury aroused m battle, is feared even by gods"'. Narada said, "even among the gods I do
~ not find one endowed with all these virtues?">. However Narada knew of a person who
had them all; his name was Rama.? "All .men might know of him for he is self controlled,
mighty, radiént, steadfast and masterful. He is wise, grounded in p;oper' conduct, eloquent
and majestic, he annihilates his enemies. He knows the ways of ﬁghteousness and 1s always
true to his wbrds. The welfare of his subjects is his concern. He is the protector of all
living things. He is versed in the essence of the Vedas and their subsidiary sciences, he is

equally expert in science of arms"*
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So the hero of the epic Ramayana waé not a god, but a man, for only a human being can
become a suitable role model for othe; human beings. Sukumari Bhattacharji argues that
"the Ramayana performs this task by creating a set of convincing characters placing
them in complex critical situations and by presenting moral act together with their causes
and effects.”® The text records many incidents in which RZma's human qualities come to
the fore. It is very human to be elatéd at the prospect of advancemerit of career and
become downcast at times of dlstress Rama was happy while informing Sita that he was
to be anointed as a king. When he was éummoned by Dasaratha and Kaikeyt, he thought
that his father and the queen were planning some pleasant surprise for him. But as he
came to know about the sudden reversal of his fortune,vhe felt like a horse lashed with a
whip®. He left the king's palace with downcast eyes and .had to make a spécia] effort to |
bear the sorrow within his heart and keep his senses under his control’. He 1iarratéd to Sita
ho§v Kaikeyr had compelled the h"ngto change his mind as a result of which Bharata was

to be installed as the king and he was to go into exile for fourteen years.

Rama blamed his destiny for this misfortune and indeed bore his disappointment
with fortitude. He said to Laksmana, “it is my destiny which takes me to the forest.
Otherwise, how can I éxplain why Kaikeyi who had so far made no distinction between
Bharata and myself, became so érﬁel as to cause me misery? Destiny is the source of

inexplicable causes which bring about happiness and misery, fear and anger, profit and

Sukumari Bhattacharji, ' Validity of the Ramayana Values' in V. Raghwan
(ed.), The Ramayana Tradition in Asia, Sahitya Academy, New Delhi.
1989 (reprint) p-77.
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loss, birth and deliverance. I am not at all sore about the loss of kingdom, for, who knows
this destiny may have in store a glorious future for me. Desist therefore ﬁom blaming your
younger mother and take quick steps to stop the installation arrangement"®. But this is
a normal human tendency to blame an MOM agency for one's misfortunes and try to

keep one's hopes alive.

Rima killed Tataka by violating the nlie that the punishment of a female offender
should stop short of killing. It is however. mentioned in the text that originally Rama's
intention was to immobilise her by cutting her hands. But at the cnd he had to slay her,
as he found that she was still capable of great mischief*’. The text naturally justifies all

the action of Rama, but this is an instance of clear violation of accepted norms of conduct.

Similarly, Rama killgd Vili by concealing himself behind a tree. He, thus, broke
the elémentary convention of warfare. Vali ﬁuestioned his action, "what possible merit
have you gained by k;]ling me when I was not looking ét you? " He ridiculed Rima,"(You
are) well bom, virtuous, powerful, compassionate and energetic, ( You have ) observed
vows, know pity, is devoted to the welfare of people, know when to act, and (are) firm
in (your) vows. That is how everyone spreads your good reputati(;n throughout the
worltll/‘o. vili q‘uestioned the very foundation of Rama's popularity and his righteou’sness

by pomnting out that he had unethically killed Vali who had committed no offence against

him.

V.R 2.23.15-24.
V.R 1.24.25
1o V.R 4.17.13-18
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Rama justified his action. He argued that he as the deputy of Bharatﬁ has punished
Vali for taking his younger brothier's wife* The earth thh its mountains and woods
belong to the Iksvakus as does the xight of punishment and rewardingr its beasts, birds and
men. He is a @g who knows ;the proper place and time for action”. Moreover,
"n'ghteous-ness is subtle a;ld extremely difficult to understand even.for the good people.
You ac{edv according to your -d&sireé, 0 monkey!and in violating your brother's wife, yoﬁ
departed from righteousness. That is why this punishmént was administered to you''.
Riama struck him down regérd}ess,. because after all he was a inonkey”. -Rama finally
succeeded in convincing Vili. Vili accepted his argument and said," please do not find
fault with me even for t"he unseemly, displeasing words. I spoke before by mistake, O
Raghava ! for you understand worldly interest and know the truth, and you are devoted
to the w'e]lbeing of the people. Youf immutable judgement about determining crime and
punishment is correct”.",
It should be noted , however, that in the description of Rama's journey from
. Ayodhya, the boundary of Kosala ended at Smgaverpura, i.e., at the river Gahgi and so
it did not extend to Ki‘skindha'. Therefore, Rama had no legal jurisdiction on the territory
to which Vali belonged. Thus he not only acted unethically, but alsé as an aggressor.
Moreover, Rama addressed Vil merely as a monkey who could not understand the sub
tleties of righteousness. It is difficult to see how one could mistake Vili for an ape after

his intelligent articulation of a serious argument. Vali was the king of Kiskindh, a

1 V.R 4.18.6-16
V.R 41836
1 V.R 4.18.45-47
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Kingdom no less prosperous than Ayodhy;. By enforcing the rules of Ayodhya, Rama
made it clear that he was a roving ambassador of Koala and was all set to force others
to follow his cdncept of righteousness; if necessary even by force. He considered Vili's
action of keeping hls brother's wife an immoral act. But when the same act was re=pegted.

by his friend Sugriva who took Vali's widow, he ignored it because it suited his purpose.

Ramas poignant grief at the lo;s of Sita, his beloved wife led him to lose his
composure. He reproached Laksmana for leaving her alone despite his instructions'’. He
had a faint hope that she. could have gone to pick flowers or fruits, or to the river to fetch
water. In a. state of frenzy. he thought that lhe had seen her and c‘omplained}o her, "§ery
fond of flowers, you are hiding behind thé boughs of the Asloka tree, augmenting my
grief all the more, o gueen.‘ Both your thighs, even though screened by the plantain tree,
resembling as they do the stem of a plantam tree, you are no longer able to hide them from -
my view. O Fair one! have you no pity on me? You are not the éne to play pranks. Then

" how could you be so indifferent to me""

. He wailed like an ordinary human being and
asked the animate and inanimate objects around him to obtain information about her'.

He resolved to upset the whole world if the gods did not restore Sita to him'”.

These actions of Rama may either appear normal or questionable to our
sensibilities. But his action can be properly understood only agamst the contemporary

ideas of good and evil. Here what is crucially important is, what was meant by the term

”_ V.R 3.57
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dharma. Dharma, Wendy O'Flaberty says, is the principle of order which must be obeyed
reg'ardless of what that order actually is'®. It should be remembered that brahmanism
considered the period when the Réfmd}at}a was composed as one of transition, marked
by insecurity, widespread lanmsneés, intermixture of varnas and sharp social conflict. In
such a peﬁod, ideals strengthen the pulp(;se of establishing social stability. The concept
of dharma included these ideals.

) Dharma has been variousty deﬁned: in the Vedic literature as religious ordinance, "
principles of conduct,? truth”?* duties particular to each stége of life *? In the Rainayana
it Staﬁds fora set of ethical norms recominended by brahmanism. Rama underwent endless
suffering to fulfil what he conceived to be his highest dharma . In the discussion of
dharma, there is no concept of the rights of the hummﬂ)emgsm the entire Dharamasdstra
literature. When law givers wanted tb discuss the rights of a particular social group, they
would discuss these as duties of another social group towards the previous group. Thus
the rights of the people were attended to not as rights but as dutiés. For example the rights
of the husband were guaranteed by emphasising the duties of the wife, and those of the
wife were assured by insisting on the duties of the husband.? It was the responsibility of

the king to ensure that these duties were performed properly.

18 We ndy Doniger O' Flazherty, The Origin of £vil in HindwuMythology,
Motilal Banarasidas, Delhi, 1976.p.94
1 Reg Veda 1.22.18
2 Rag Veda 4.53.3
o Brhadaranayaka Upnishad 1.4.14
o €handaegya Upnishad 2.23.1

Saral:. Jhingran, Aspect of Hindu Mor-ality, Motilal Banarasidas, Delhi,
1980 n 1N1
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Sukumari Bhattacharji explains that the reason for the popularity of the ideal
characters in the Ri‘mé’yaga is that the characters iook true to life, because there is nothing
which is totally good or totally evil. Even the three ideal charactgrs R;a—ma, Sita and
Lakgmallé behave questionably at times”' * She elaborates that temptation is a situation of
crisis and all the major characters face real temptations at one point or another. It is
througﬁ their response to them ihaf they become or remain good or bad. "Transgression
of the accepted code of ethics is portrayed as"sinﬁll, But as i all major literary products,
in the Ramayana too what constitutes its essence is its attempt at revaluation of the
accepted values. This is achieved by placing the characters in critical situations and letting

them deliberate, act and suffer consequences”.”

Bhattachanji further argues that these critical situations are of; two kinds. The‘ﬁrst
was of the kind which déﬂected the characters from the path of virtue, i.e., from the broad
humanistic values for the sake of selfish, p‘ersonal gams. But there was also other situation
where a character face& a conﬂlct arising ﬁom two sets of contradictory values both
accepted tradiﬁonaﬂy and both apparently equally valid. But the situation demanded that
he chose one. Such situations, acéording to her, test the real moral fibre and only the great

i.e. the significant characters pass the test".

Different social groups had their special dharmas, but neither an individual nor a

group was looked upon as having acted in pursuance of dharma, if actual practice

24

Sukumari Bhattacharji, op. cit, p.77
ibid p.77 ”
ibid, p.78

26



37
resulted in clash, oppression and misery and obstructed the cause of I;rahmanism Rz?vaga,
for example, had all ;he advantages of a brahamanical descent. In due course he himself,
his son, and Kumbhakarna underwent the hardest austerities for obtaming divine favour
and they received it. Yet, they employed their enhanced power for the oppression of the
virtuous. The extraordinéry process whlch divine grace conferred on the den;ons was
therefore made to serve wicked ends and not to further the cause of dharma. Kaikeyi,” on
the other hand was not an evil character to begin with. Her first reaction of joy at the
news of Rama's coronation shows this.”’ Tﬁén came the temptation and she fell a prey to
Manthara's al;peal to her mother-lovezg. Such | episodes underline the need for

discrimination, judgement and courage to oppose the apparent reason of self interest for

the higher reason of truth and justice.”

However, it is one thing to attempt to ﬁ11ﬁ1 one's dharma and quite another to
define it in such a manner as to cover all contingencies. Conflicts therefore inevitably
* arise. Brockington suggests that whether it is the result of exigencies of the original plot
or of the changes in attitudes which took place in society during the long period of
composition. of the epic, it is these conflicts which give life to the characters and prevent
them from appearing as mere puppets®. At the time of Rama's coronati;)n, Dadarathawas
faced with a choice; i.e., keeping a promise to his queen; thus denying justice to his first
son of acting justly but declaring that the promise itself was evil. Dasaratindid not want

to part with his favourite son mer did he want to deprive the people of the best available

7 V.R 2.732-36-

1“ V.R.2.9.2

* J.L. Brockingten, op.cif p.221
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ruler. Das’aratlnsuﬁ"ered, but Rima stood firm in his obedience to his father and dharma
took its own course. Rama's Banishment of Sita to allay the suspicion of his subjects
regarding her virtue appears foreign to the spirit of the earlier part o% the story.
Brockingtion argues t-hat this was as a part of the process of brahamanisation of the text
at the third stage. Here too a monarch éubordinated his personal happine;ss and thus
inflicted a cruel injustice on an individual®'. Rama is ﬁ:e ideal man because he usually
chose the path of suﬁ‘eﬁng ashe believed that in a situation of moral crisis, that was the

correct way of living according to dharma .

He was an ideal son. Although after Kaikeyi's demand for Rama's banishment and
Daéaratlx',sA failure to uphold Rama's claim to the throne there really was not much of a
choice, but what rendered Rama as the ideal ‘in this episode was his attitude. He said that
he would have gladly given away all that beionged to him to Bharata without his asking™.
Since byhis exile, Dagamthgwould be released of a vow, He immediately offered to go to
the forest. This unhesitating acceptance of what was evidently unjust brings all the more
" into relief his commitment to dharma for was prepare(i to ascend the throne and
participated int the féstivity. But without any apparent regret he left everything and
accepted the life of an ascetic. He in fact advised Bharata that as a son, it was Bharat's
bounden duty to keep his father's promise to ilis mother by accepting the throne®. The
grieved subjects who had accompanied Bharata rejoiced at the extraordinary resolve of

Rima. They were unhappy because Rama had declined to return to Ayodhya; but they

3 ibid p.223
32 V.R 2.16.33
33 V.R. 2.993-5
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also appreciated his firm determination to keep his promise®. He had forgiven even
Kaikeyi and respected her as liis own mother when she went along with Bharatto the
forest. He persuaded Kausalya to perform her primary duty towards her husband rather

than to follow him into the forest. He was thus, a good son to all his parents.

Laksmana, Kausaly, Sita and later Bharatsfried to persuade him that his insistence on
acting in accordance with dharma on this occasion was wrong. Laksmana argued that the
exile of Rama was against k.§atrzyadharma35 Bharatwanted Rama to return to Ayodhya
fc;r the sake of rﬁjadﬁarma, for the earth's sake™. When Jabali, a wise sage reminded
Rﬁma“oi'k:t@t;q@anna, and asked him te ignore Dasarathis promise to Kaikeyi, Rama
got angfy. He argued, dharma is the highest truth in the world, and the root of heaven ,

\‘I renounce:kgatriyalﬂtanna for it is adharma posing as dharma”R'z'lma still refused on the
grounds of satya dharma. He considered that as an\idea.l son, his primary duty was to

. . !
ensure that his father does not deviate from the path /of dharma for his sake.

He at the same time practised ]cfatrtyadharma by killing the Rakasasas in the forest.

Sita asked him to live the quiet life:of an ascetic and practise Kgatriyadharr)za after
velurning to Ayodhya®’. Raina reasoned that the ascetics regard him as their king and that
rajadharma and ksatriyadharma requﬁe that he protects them.* Kama, thus interpreted

dharma i terms of the demand of every situation. His interpretation always involved his

34 , V.R. 2.98.70
3 "V.R. 2.18.2-15,19
36 V.R. 2.97.16
37 V.R. 3.8.24
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own suffering and the benefit of others and the society at large.

Similarly he placgd rajadharma above his personal feelings. It is best ill}lstrated by
his attitude towards Sita. He declared that he had undertaken to rescue Sita only inorder
to vindicate his OWI; and his family;'s honour and not for her sake. Although he himself
was convinced of Sita's chastity, he refused to accept her until her virtue was publicly
established beydnd doubt through the fire-ordeal”. This is what the brahmanical
conception of rajadharma demanded. Brockington is of the opinion that this episode
was a late substitution for an original straightforward happy ending because till then

Rama's love for Sita 'was always portrayed in glowing terms.*

Rama was an idealvl;ri)ther. He was happy to leave-the Kingdom for Bharat, He told
KaikeyT, *I would glve even Siié: my kingdom, all my wealth and even my life to Bharata |
vwithout prompting from any body'*' Such selfless love for the brother also engendered in
Bharata a great adoration for Rama and he addressed him as Rama, the righteous,
devoted to truth. He upbraided his mothér for 'bein"g" the cause of Rama's exile and his .
father's death*’. Bharata refused to. ascend the throne and tried to persuade Rama to
return to Ayodhya. Rama embraced him and éaid," O destroyed of foes, I do - not find
even the smallest fault in you, nor should you blame your mother out of childishness. The
mother is entitled to as much respect as the father. I have been told by both of them to

reside in forest for fourteen years. The king has allotted the kingdom of Ayodhya to you

¥ V.R. 6.102.104
o J.L.Brockington, op.cit, p.224.
# V.R 2.16.33
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and Dandaka forest for me. We are both therefore duty bound to follow his behest".”
After fourteen years of his exile when Riima returned to Ayodhya with Sita, he sent
Hanuman to Ayodhya with the message that if Bharata wished to continue to rule, he had
no objéction to it.“ Rima exclaimed with joywhen he heard of Bharata's advance in the
for-est and reproached Laksmana for su'sbecting Bharata of foul motives®. But his
affection for his brothers is best demonstrated in the. episode where Laksmana lay
unconscious in the battle field; Rama reﬁlse(i to live without Laksmana, and lamented,
* wives may be found every where and kinsmen too can be had every where, however, see.
no place where a real brother could be had . Even victory o hero, will not really conduce
to my pleasure . What délight will moon afford if it appears before a man who :has lost

"
his vision, he wailed. *

Most of all , Rireia was an ideal husband. He was monégamou# in principle as well as
in practice ; whlch must haQe been in contmvdisti.nction to the usual nonﬁ, as suggésted by
the example of Dafaratha. . There is no direct reference-in the Dharma Sastras that
monoganiy was &msidered an ideal form of mam_}hge. Although there is no clear evidenoé
of monogamy being the ideal in the REm&yat}a, timre is also no reference to the contrary.
However, wife is always referred to in the singj'ylar. Ideally a man should have only one
wife for he can not have an equal relationship with all the wives. After the banishment of
Sita, Raa performed the asvamedha sacrifice by placing golden statue of Sita next to him

as the ritual demanded the presencé of the wife. Sita's golden statue at the asvamedha

s V.R. 2972
“ V.R 6.113.16
. V.R.2.97.17
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sacrifice would have been unnecessary had he had other wives. | Although he preferred to
at;ach greater importance to the suspicions of his subjects; rather than safeguard the
_interests of Sita, he ruled Ayodhya with heavy heart after Sit¥'s exile and later hgr
disappearance within the earth.*” Thus, Rama chosé to practice dharma in
preference to kama and artha. He assured Kaikeyi., "queen , | do not -
approve of living in this world solely devoted 1o artha. Know me who has
taken recourse to dharma as equal to the sage_s."48 He rebeated this to
Kaus‘él_yé, "I cannot forsake Qlorious fame for the sake of mere kingdom.

Since life is of shot duration, o queen, | do not choose this trivial world by

_ unrighteous means *.

Sita was indeed 'ldevote(.l toRama. She was an ideal wxfe and offered to go with REma
to the forest. Witht;ut Rima, even heaven was not a-good enough place for her *°. Rama's
relationship with Sita was based on his understanding of dharma. He felt constrained t;)
come to terms with the conflicting demands of dharma as was expected of him botﬁ as
a husband and a kmg He believed that his dharma was not just to protect and care for
Sita; but also to act impartially as a king and, if necessary, to banish her in the interest of
a ‘higher' dharma. The maaner in which their relationship has been portrayed in the
Ramayana betray the genume emotionA of a true lover and a responsible husband, Today,
many of his actions towards Sitd may not meet with our approval, but we must assess

them in the context of his times and the brahmianical ideals which he embodied. By those

" V.R. 7.97.3-4

“ V.R 2.16.46
¥ V.R. 2.18.39

> V.R. 2.30.17



43
étandards, Rama certainly comes through as an unusual husband, human most of all,
practising monogamy and exhibiting emotio:ns towards his wife which We do not find in
any other epic hero. She shared with her h@md a relationship based on mutual love and
respect. She was confident enough to question Rama's annihilation of the demon in the
| forest wrth respect, but none the less i"reely', even th;ugh this could be merely a device of
the redactors to allow Rama to justify his action® Rama on his part, was exceedingly fond
of her. She was his only wife. His love,tj"or her was based on his appreciation of her
sterling virtues which is evident from the ep_:ithets he used while addressing her. He called
- her manasvini (high minded), cﬂzarmacﬁi'mz (dutiful), kalydni (virtuous) and bhamini
_ _(i)assionately loving). ‘?I:Their mutual aﬁ'ecti(_)n was cfemented by the ordeal of exile. Aﬂer

her exile, he was full of sorrow and apprehension about her safety. He exclaimed in

anguish that he could not live even for a- moment without her *.

Riima was an ideal friend too. He kiiled Vali and restored the"throne to Sugiiva. He
pledged himself to friendship with Sugiiva before fire and agreed to help him. He never
deviated from his promise. He restrained Laksmana when the latter was angry with
Sugrrva at his tardiness in fulfilling his part of the pact. He protected Vibh1'§'ax.1a when
every one in his camp was suspicious of him. He was loyal and considerate to his friends
and maintained lifelong friendship with Sugriva and Vibhi'§aga. After killing Vali and
Ravana he did not feel tempted to @ex their kingdoms to Kosala, but installed their
rightful successors as kings of Kiskindha and Lanka respectively. He fulfilled his mission

by bringing these two kingdoms withuin the realm of brahmanical influence.

J.L. Brockington, op.cit, p.225
> V.R. 3.56.4
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Even towards his enemies he was fair and affectionate®. He ensured that Angada
succeeded Sugriva to the throne of Kiskindha as Vali had requested him to protect the
interest of his son. He told Sugriva that he would oﬁ‘er protection even to Ravana, if he
would surrender. At the human level, Rama was the protector of everyone wilo was ioyal
to him.
Lak§mapé was an ideal brother too, but he presents a complete cdtrast to Rma. In
valour and prowess he was almost equal to Rama and his submission to R}fma'. paralleled
‘ Rama's obedience to his failier. But here the resemblance ended. When Rama™ was
resigned and composgd, he was rebellious. When Rima was trusting, he was suspicious.
When Rama was calm, he was irascible or fearful. But when Rima raved and tended to
‘lose control, he reassured. This. ;vas obviously not intended as a realistic portrayal of his
character, for he acted as a fool for Kama, partly to heighten Rama's virtues by contrast,

partly to afford Rama the opportunity to expound the correct values™

In the R’a'ma‘yar;la there was no“l space to enteitain more than one ideal. There was only
one order which was absolute and etemal. It prevailed irrespective of and inspite of
particularities. The highest good consisted in living m harmony with it. Convefsely, any. .
attempt to thwart or reverse the order was sure to prove to be self ruining as it happened
in the case of Ravana. The conflict between Rama and Ravanawas a conflict between the
values of good and evil. Ravana disturbed the moral order by opposing the brahmanical
system and by abducting Sita. He had to die because he stood against all that Rama

symbolised.

33 V.R 6.12.21]
> J. L. Brockington, op.cit, p.225
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Thus, the key principle for the organisation of society was dharma (duty and order).
One who upheld dharma was ﬂg%-lte(;us. The major concem of the text was the stability
of social organisation from the bchal point of view and the morality conducive to
it . The moral issues often revolved .;iround the question of the interest of one person
vis-a-vis wider social welfare. Rama's action either as a son or a$ a brother or as a
husband were to benefit the society even if he personally had to pay a heavy price for that.
He satisfied the brahmanical parameter of an ideal man in the contemporary society. Thus

Rama, who began as a hunian being, gradually got transformed into an idea. But this idea

was that of an ideal man.

Discussing the. place of man in Hindy thought, R.N. Dandekar} observed : " It has
been rightly pointed out that one of the nr‘}ost outstanding para(ioxes of Hinduism is that
it gives one absolute iberty in the world of thought but enjoins upon him a strict code of
conduct. Wilatever, therefore, might be the hilosophical asseveration of a Hindu, he
would consider conscientious observance of the ;s;amazﬂzarma and varnadharma, more
particularly of the latter, to be a duty of prime imponancé. This ié indeed, in a sense, as
it should be. | Practice concems the whole mass of the people. Therefore, without their
confirming to some disciplined and well regulated way of life, the solidarity and stability
of the society would be difficult to achieve".> If the human emotions, dictated by the
hiberty in the realm of thought, come m conflict with the social codés, then the latter must
prevail. Rama displays human emotions, but iﬁvariably acts in accordance with the social
codes. He thus presents the model of an ideal man which vlater contributed to his

deification.

R.N. Dandekar, /nsights into Hinduism. Ajanta Publication, Delhi, 1979.
p-101
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3. Rama : The King

Since the subjects copy their ruler’s habits a monarch must adhere to the "truth. (V.R--

2.101.1).

Valniiki portrays Rima' not just as an example of ideal human relationships, and not
just as a hero, but also as a model king. Although Rixﬁa actually became the ki‘ng of
Ayodhya only at the end of the YuMW@a, the concept of Rama as a king is present
ttx;c?ughout the ka‘m@aya in one way or another. He has constantly been described in

‘royal terms'. He was renow;/ncdz, majestié’, illustrious®, noble (@rya)®, greatly
resplendent?, chief df‘beings", beloved of the \»;orld“, capabie of killing demons’,_ lord
of the three worlds?’, greaiest ruler in thé three worlds'' lord of the eaﬁh", prote;ctof
of the whole world”, unconquerable by the devas and the asura;s",. destroyer of the

sorrows of the world", lord of the people'®, and lord of men."’

' Frank Whailing : The Rise of the Religious Significance of Rama,. Motilal
Banarasidas, Delhi, 1980, p.64. “ :
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In general, the Valmiki Ramdyana does not contain any detailed exposition of the
art of state-craft and the r@jadharma or moral conduct of the king. But the epic at the
same time strongly pleads the case for monarchy by describir}g the ideal society under
an ideal king and negatively exemplyfying the state of anarchy in a kingless state'® It
infor'ms us that "ir; a kingless state, ciouds do not gprinkle rain on the earth, nor are
the seeds sown. The son does not obey his father nor the wife her husband. There is
no safety for one's life or wealth. How then can truth prevail there? In a kingless state
people do not form as-sociations,, nor design gardens or places of worship. There are
no festivities, l-lor performing arts, nor nation-building rallies. In a kiﬁgless state rich
fafmef§ and herdsmen are afraid to sleep with their doors open, nor can merchants
trayrel,v’in safety, long distances with their rich wares. Even the wondering monks,
m;:ditating on the infinite soul, do not find safe lodging, when night overtakes them.
Ina kingless state oné fails to protect what one has, nor can one procure what one has
not. Even the soldiers areApowe;rlcss to overcome a foe. One can own anything and
people devour one another like the fishes. Even those who believe in god, infringe the
boupds of morality aﬁd give themselvés airs with impurity. If tﬁe king did not exist to
adjudicate between right and wrong the world will grope in the dark and no one will
know how to behave or act’. These are the reasons why Bharata was immedliately
recalled from his maternal uncle's place becafuse Ayodhya had become a kingless state

after demise of Daéaratha and the exile of Rama.

v YR 28216
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Indeed, it is possible to trace ihe gradual transition from the ruler being accorded
affection and respect in- the first stage, through the cl-aims to his divine status made in
the second stage, to hyperbolic state:ments about the king's absolute power in the fourth
stage®. The first phase of the conception of royalty can be observe(i in a statement
made .by Ravana to Marica that kings v;/ere to be ho;loured and respected in all
circumstances®. At the second stage Bharata urging Rama to return to Ayodhya,
declared that the king, though h‘umar;, was regarded like a god”?. Rama's statement to
Vali is another example of a similar kipd : "The kings being gods in human form
should not be harmed or slandered””l. This identiﬁcétion of the king with the gods is
made fn;)re explicitly in a passage in '.the»fourth stage which was closely modelled on
a Dhamtaééstrq passage.- Manu explained} "When this world was without a king and
people ran about in all diréctions out of fear, tl‘le lord emitted a king in order to guard
their ehtire (realm), taking lasting ele_ments. from Indra, the Wind, Yama, the Sun,
Fire, Varuna, the Mooh, and (Kubera) the Lord o‘f AWealth,. Because a king is made
frorﬁ particles of these lords of the gods; therefore he surpasses all living beings in
brilliant energy, and like the Sun, he Burns eyes and hearts, and novone ;)n earth is
able even to look at him?". This sentiment, even some of the exact words, have been
echoed by the minisfers of Dafaratha while discussing the evils of a kingless‘state :
"Yama, Kubera, Indra and Varuna are outstripped by a king of excellent conduct by

his virtue®*".

J.L. Brockington op:cit; p. 125
= V.R -3381213 '
- V.R. -2.954
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Other statements occurring in the fourth stage emphasise the king's absolute and
arbitrary authority, stating for eiample that a king can kill by a mere smile? and that
he is thé. maker of things'and people,and is also their destroyer”’. The passages
emphasising the divinity of thé king served a dual purpose. First, these were resorted
to by the kings themselves tc;qlicit absolute‘obedience from their subjects, and second,
these referred to the funetiona;l semblance between the king and the various guardians
of the world®. Agastya told Rima: "In the primeval age, the Kftayuga, people begged
Brahma, the creator, to give them a king, and he, in granting .their request, endowed
him with the attributes of the‘ Lokpﬁlés”-

We nbtice that the rule of primogeniture had become fully recognised. The general
impression was that the ki‘ng's'eldest son should succeed him . Even Manthara accepted
this in principle while rousing Kaikey1's jealousy against Rama: KaikeyT said: "After
a hundred years of the installation of Rama, Bharata too will inherit his ancestral
ﬂlfone." Manthara retorted: "Rama will be crowned king and after him he who is born
as his son; whereas Bharata will be excluded from tﬁe roy;al line for ever... Kings.

hand over the reigns of government to the eldest son, even though others may be full

. » -
of virtues®. ™

However, there is a strong suggestion that there was a group of bra@hmanas, called

¥ VR -1836.7

o V.R -18.36.7 _

Ramashraya Sharma, The Socio-Political Study of the Valmiki Ramayana, Motilal
Banarasidas, Delhi 1971, p. 297

» VR -F1.12
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rajkartarah, literall)lr. 'king-makers’, Who genuinely had a role to play ixfselecting the
king's successor. After the death of Dasaratha, they went to the sabha along with the
amatyas to discuss the evils of a kingless state. Earlier, when Dgs’ératha decided to
appoint Rama as his Successor, he consulted his chief priest AVasis_gha and summoned
the citizens,of Ayodhya tofsubmit their vicws..The citizens and the subordinate rulers
of the different_parts:of the kingdom of KoSala® vigorously endorsed Das4ratha's
decision. It should be noted here that this was not an elected council whom the king
consulted. Perhaps so'rﬁe remnants of the “republican’ idea still persisted. Therefore,
it seems that the succession was not a completely automatic proccss;, though this must
liave been dﬁe, in part at least, to the special ckcumstanceé cr&@ by the exile of the
eldest‘sor_x:: H(_’)we\.'er,‘ éoxﬁe kind of éndorsement by the sabh@t or théA group of ministers

in the matté_r_ of royal succession seems to have been necessary. .

In the light of the views expréssed on kingship, it is perhaps ironic that Das’aratha
and Rz’fma, in comparable circumstances, acted at. variance with them. Das'aratha,
supposedly more particuiar in eliciting tl;e opinion of his court aﬁd his subjects,
banished Rama arbitrarily, without consulting anyone, and against the wishes of his
subjects. In the third stage, however, we observe that Rama was very anxious to
conform to public opinion and sacrificed his wife to placate the unfounded preju;iice'
of his subjects®. The text, however, has rationalised the whole episode of Rama's

) ) / . . — - ) :
exile. It was not Dasaratha who banished Rama, but Rama himself was adamant to

3 V.R. - 2.1.46 Prithvipati, Medini Pradhanam
32 J.L. Brockington, Op. cit., p. 126
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fulfil his father's promise. Rama told Sita that the rule of succession was not absolute
and kings were known to have abandoned their sons if found incompetent and
appointed capéble sons in their st¢ad33. Suta narrated the story of Sagara who had to
banish his eldest son Asamanjasa, as he used to derive pleasure indrowing children in
the river. The outraged subjects asl;ed SEgam to C;IOOSE.: between them and his son, and
the king was forced to exile the-latter to pacify his subjects*. Here, the subjects wanted

Rama to succeed Das/aratha, but Rama willingly went to exile, for, he was first an ideal

sorm.

Dasaratha's court is the centre of action in the first half of the Ayodhyakanda, but
the text does ﬁot furnish any de}ailed account of how it functioned. The council i;
referred to by sabha™ or parigéd”. It met on three occasions. The first was called by
Dasaratha to seek its advicé on the question of coronation of Rama*. The second met
to consider the situation after the sudden death of Dagaratha and decided to appoint a
scion of the Iksvaku family as his successor®. The thatd was summoned by Vasistha
to consider Bharata's refusal to become the king39. Véé{st}m, VaTmadc:eva and Jﬁbv‘alj were

the prominent brahmanas mentioned in the second meéting of the sabha and they have

3 V.R. -2.23.33

3 V.R -2.32.15-19
. VR -2.14
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38 V.R -261.1
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been described as rdjkartarah®. The exact role played by them is in the sabha is

however, not clear.

The King was assisted by the miniéters, usually eight in number*!, known as
dma“tyas or sacivas or mantrin®. The t;erm. mantrin applied to ministers as well as
counsellors or advisors. Sumantra, Dasaratha's siza, combined the functions of a
charioteer and a confidant and was eniisted among the amatyas and mantrins®. The .
~ king's purohita was carefully distinguished from the mantrins. Vasistha, ‘Bas/aratha's_
purohita, played an important role in the arrangements for Rama's coronation and took
the initiative in sorting out the’procedu‘re following Dasaratha's death. But otherwise
he was not particularly promineﬁt in the earlier sections of the text. His prominéncc,

- it appears, was rdatéd to the ritually important occasions and he did not have tt;é role

- of a special advisor in the manner in which it later developed.

The decision of the parisad was not binding on the king. For instance, when Jabali
~ attempted to persuade Rama to get back to Ayodhya by arguing that, "relinquishing the
kingdom inherited from your father, you ought not to tread the wrong path, which is

painful, rugged and bristling with thorns. Get yourself consecrated on the throne of

40 V.R -2.61.2
4 V.R. -2.61.2-3
2 V.R. -6.31.63-65
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prosperous Ayodhya_, for the city eagerly awaits your return®. Rima retaliated: "I will
act according to my owh inclination by which he meanly, he wilyact in accordance with
dharmq, for his natural inclination is to up/hold dharma and, ~folloWing my example,
the whole of this world is likely to turn licentious; for people follow the same way of
life as the kings do. Truthfulness alone; \-)vhich is divorced from cruelty, is the eternal
way of life prescribed for-the kings. Therefore, truthfulness is the soul of a kingdom;
the world itself is founded on truth'el‘”. Rama, thus claimed superiority of a king's

personal decision over the authority of a member of the kings council.

The kings decision was final 1t he believed that it provided a positive role model
' : ,

before the society. When everyone present in the Citrakuta argued for the euperiority
| Qf a teacher in comparison with one's pafents, Rama contended that one's ;;arents Were
more Qorthy of respect,* and was acec')rdingly insistent ‘on implementing the pledge
already given by him to his father. Rama was always conscious of his being a model
for the society, be itasasonorasa king. |

The text threughout lays emphasis on the protective rather than the punitive role

Qf the king. Dafaratha told his council that he had been protecting his subjects with

vigilance according to his ability”’. He advised Rama: "He who protects the earth while

“ V.R -2.108.7-8
“ V.R. -2.109.10
¥ VR -2.1119
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keeping the people content and loyal will give his allies cause of rejoice like the
deathless gods when they obtainednector. So hold yourself, son, and behave in this
fashion"*, Rama was also of the opinion*® that the ksazriyas should wield the weapon
only to prevent distress of thev;d)eople. Brockington points out that the need of
protecting the woﬁen, in particular .was recognised, and this duty rested with the

king>*

Exemplifying the duties of a king, R@ma enquired of Bharata: "I trust- you avoid
the fourteen” errors" of kings, - at_hgis'm, falsehood, inaccessibility, inattention,
procrastination, : shﬁnnfng the.' wise, indolence, sensual indulgence, ‘sol-itary
determination of political' affairs, t’aking counsel with those ignorant of s;txch_ﬂgffairs, _
failure to execute your decision, to keep your coﬁnsel secret or to empl(;y auspicious
rites,' and indiscrirhixiate courtesy".: Rama added: "I the you are able to meét your
expe_ndi;uré from your fevénue-. I hope you cherish all men who make their living by

farming. and cattle raising, for' a well-founded economy promotes the world's

.. happiness. I trust your wise ministers render judgement impartially when a rich man

and a poor man are engaged in a suit, for the tears people shed when falsely accused
come to slay the livestock and children of the king who rules for personal gain. You

should never deny the claims of righteousness in the name of statecraft®".

h V.R -23.25

‘9 V.R. -3.103
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From where did the king derive his authority? One sourc;t was definitely his divine
status. Bharata told Rama: "Although people regard a king as human, yet when his
cohdqct is governed by dharma arnd artha he should consider himself super human,
indeed a god"*2. Rama himself asserted wﬁile arguing with Vali that kings are capable ‘
of dispensing religious merit, which is difficult to attain otherwise, longevity and
earthly blessings too; there is no doubt ébout it. One should neither assassinate nor
reproach nor insult nor speak unpalatable words to them. Being gods themselves the.

kings move about on earth in human seinblance®. Evidently the divine status of the

king gained currency by the time the text was composed.

Along with the principle of -the king"s authority explained above, thé text also
'méntibns, after the smytis, the complementary principle of the king's obligations
towards his subjeéts. The-king was not expected to act arbitrarily, aéoording to his
personal inclinations. Manu declared : "Day and night he should make a great effort
to conquer his sensory powe»rs,' for the man who has cbnque?ed his sensory powers is
able to kee;; his subjects under his control’. Many kings have been destroyed, together
- with their family due to lack of humiiity. The supreme duty of a -ruler is to protect his

subjects, for a king who enjoys the rewards is bound to that duty."**

U.N. Ghoshal has pointed out that the king's quasi-contractual obligation of

52 V.R -2.954
53 V.R. -5-18.38-41

* . Manu - 7.40,44
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protecting his subjects was considered as important in the Ramayana as the obligation
of the subjects to respect the authority of their just ruler"*. The king's power finally
depended on his fulfilling his obligations to his subjécts, for which he was paid taxes.
Tﬁis was the basis of the appeal of the sages to Rama in the Dandaka forest for'
protection against the Raksasas”: "The kiﬁg who just takes away the sixth part of the -
produce by way of land revenue; and does not protect his subjects like his children,
commits great adharma. By always protecting his subjects, he attains fame lasting for

many years, and having reached the realm of Brahma, is honoured even there"*.

" That the king followed the advice of brahmanas - is clearly indicated in the
didactic litérature. The king depgnded on others- not only for his power, but also, anci
“more importantly, for his authority”. The kings and the brahmanas deﬁnitély
constituted two separate sourcts of power. The ulﬁmate authority was not the exclusive
domain of the behma.pas who ‘held the monopoly of the Vedas. But the king

desperately needed thz; brahmaﬁa o sa.nctiori his power. The greater the king's power,
the more was the need for the approvai of the; brahmana®®. The Dharmasitras endorse

this point. Gautama stated : "The king is the master of all with the exception of the

br&hmar'zas"”. It has been declared in the Vedas, the text adds, that the "brahmanas

%> " U.N. Ghoshal, 4 History of Indian Political Ideas, Oxford University Press, -
London, 1966 (reprint}, p. 274

%6 V.R. -2.100.41

57 J.C. Heesterman, Thelnner Conflicts of Tradition, Oxford University Press,
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united with the ksatriyas uphold gods and men"®. Manu further decreed : "Even if the
king is dying of hunger, he must not take taxcs from a priest. If a priest who knows
his Veda by heart faints with hunger, the kingdom of the king in whose territory he

lives will also soon faint with hunger”®'.

Part of the king's obligation towards his subjects was to ersure that no illegal or

immoral act was committed within his kingdom, for it lﬁight lead to premature death
of his subjects. T!\e sage Narada told R}Yma that when a man indulged in an evil act
. within a kingdom, he as well as the king doubtless went to hell®?,
Accordingly, Rdma went to trace insf}wes of .unrighteous condl.xct' in his kingdom.
_ The prime example of this seems to have been transgression of the privileges of the
l;rﬂzmangs. Réma came acréss a person called Sambiika in meditation and asked him
« "O Powerful one, O good man O ascetic, are you a brahmana, a ksatriya, a vaisya
orwa Sudra? For what are you practising penance?” On hearing that Sélmbuka was a
Sudra, Rama immediately beheade_d him. jThe gods praised the scion of Kakuétha and
allowed him to ask for a boon. Rama requested them to bring back to life the child of
a brahmana who passed away because of the evil caused by the practise of penance by |
a Sudra in his kingdom. The gods replied that the moment the sudra was beheaded the

child was joined to life®.

“®  GD.-71
i Many =7 B> 4
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Towards the beginning of the epic; Das';iratha has been portrayed in glowing terms
as a very able‘ ruler. His kingdom was prosperous and he was popular among his
subjects.* However, we receive the impression that the reign of Rama would be even
better. Da./saratha cherished ail his ‘four-_ sons as if they were four arms e'xten\ding from~

his body. But it was Rama who brought his father the greatest joy, for he surpassed is

brothers in virtue, just as the self-existent Brahma surpassed all beings®.

Rama was always even.tempered‘ and soft-spoken. Even if he was harshly
addressed, he would not react. Such was his self control that he would be satisfied with
a Sihgle act of kindness and ignore a huriidred injurie;“. He was an excellent judge of
men and could tell when it was apéropria& to show his favour or wiihhoid 1t°’ He knew

;he‘ right means 'o'f collecting revenue and regulating expenditure®®.

. _He was a natural leader of the army and incible in combat, even if the gods and the
dsuras were to unite in anger égainst him®. While returning from battle, he always
stopped to ask thé men of the city after théif welfare as if they were his own kinsmen-
gbout their ;v»on, sacred fires, wives, servant$ and students without omission and in due
order just as a father might ésk his sons hig own flesh and blood”? By his virtues the

prince won the esteem of the people in all the three worlds for he was as patient as the

64 V.R. -2.19-11
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earth, as wise as Brhaspati, and as mighty as Indra, the lord of Saci.” His conduct and
valour made him like one of the gods who guard the world that the earth herself desired

to have him as her master’.

Seeing thesé incomparable virtues iﬁ his son, Das'glratha decide;i to appoint Rama
as the yuvargja, - - His advisors end(;rsed-the opinion of the kiﬁg when the
townsmen heofd the king's announcement, it‘.was as if they had secured some longed
for 9bject and taking leave of the land of men ;hey went home and worshipped in deep
delight™. Even children playing in groups at their front doors talked together in praise
of Rama™. Such was -'th.e‘ popularity of Rama among. his subjects that the cities of
- Ayodhya coulai not bear the pains éf separation froq{ hlm They followed Rama when

he was banished_ from the city and refused to return .éyen ‘when requested by Rama.

However, Ré?na's re‘ign was postponed for fourteen years by the circuinstax{ce of
‘his exile. Sti'll‘ when Bharata came tothe forest to persuade Rama to take back his
throne, Rama enquired about the state sf Ayodhya. His questions indicate his owx;
conception of Kingship and suggest that even in exile he maintained a keen interest in
the welfare of Ayodhy’é. He enquiréd about the health of his kith and kin, asked

whether the brahmanas could pursue their studies without hindrance, whether due

homage was being prayed to the gods, whether able ministers were consulted while

K VR -2126 72- V-B. -2.02%
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important decisions were being taken, whether jobs wefe'distributed according to merit
and charactcr. whether justice was being impartially administered, whether reliable
spies were appointed and whethe; elaborate provisions were made for the protection
of Ayodhya and its citizens™. Even dﬁ_ring his exile, Rama acted in accordance with
Rajadharma. Although he refu;ed to‘ accept- the throne, he never gave up his

responsibilities of a king.

Ghoshal has observed that the above example illustrates the application of the triple
principle of the ethico-religious, the divine and the quasi-contractual aspects of the

king's obligations towards his subjects, which are laid down in the Smrtis. " The king",

\ e ;
he argues, is charged with universal and complete protection of his subjects evidently

in accordance with the law of his order. The same obligation is impbsed upon him by .
virtue of his being a portionvoAf the ‘divine ruler and as a corollary of his collection of
taxes from the people. The king's obligation is supported by the usual double sanction
in the sense that he is not only liable for his own karma, but he also acquires by
transfer the whole or part of the good aﬁd evil karma of his subjeicts according to his
reaction to this obligation. By an extension of the Smy#i principle of the king's sanction
we are told that the king's neglect of protection results in shortening the life-span of
his subjects"™. The reverse is also true. The text says that a king who protects his
people gains one-fourth of the merits which a hermit acquires living on roots and

fruits""s.

7s U-N- &hoshel, gp.dt- p-275.
7 V.R. -124.15-16 -
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‘

In fact, Rama'’s killing of Tataka was his first act that can be explained by reference
to r@jadharma because, strictly, speaking ksatriyadharma did not allow the killing of

"a woman. But the text says that the responsibility of maintaining the varna order is the
eternal dharma of those wl;o bear tﬁe burden of kingship”. Tataka, a Raksasi’

threatened this order and she had to be killed. It was for the same reason that he killed

the Raksasas in the forest. As we have alreédy mentioned, he continued to take keen

interest in the affairs of the state even in exile, and he never actually ceased to be king.
He accepted ‘Vibh‘x's:épa as a.friend, because it was his duty as a king to afford

protection to those who came to seck réfuge. He understood that V';bﬁ'lé‘;apa was an
ﬁphdldgr of dharma, and reasoned that this was more important than anything else. The |
°wprld was divided between ﬂle contrasting eic_ments of dharma and adharma. Rz‘;ma's |
mission was to proclaim and e'-xemplity.this n;tion of the world this. His coronation of
Sugrfva in Kiskindhd and of Vibisana in Laiiki was determined by the consideration

of the establishment of dharma in place of adharma™. -

Thus, Rﬁma appliéd the dharma of kingship before ﬂe actually become a king.
Throughout the epic,Rama was destined to preside over an ideal kingdom, but he could
do so only when his term of exile was over and the reign of Ravana came to an end.
The actual reign of Rama witnessed ideal social harmony when all the varnas cooperate

together with each other in a state of mutual trust. It was a time of stability and

7 Frank Whailing,op.cit, p. 68 -
7 V.R -6.11.6, 82-90,7.14.17-22 .
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prosperity when all works reaped happy results™.

How his reign symbolised the triumph of dharma on earth can be seen most clearly
if we make # comparison bétween the réspective careers of Rama and Ravana. In
t;:rms of material prosperity and worldly success Ravana's kingdom was no less than
that of Rama. Moreover, both of them have been depicted as great heroes. The main
difference; between them was tha1 Rima lived in accordance with dharma, and Ravana
did not. "Ravana had greatness but npt goodness, Rama had both. Ramardjya,

| therefore, stood not just for strong and successful government; it stood above all for

_righteous government and Rama stood for the ideal of righte,ous'kingship"79

The period of the composition of the text witnessed many upheavals in the social,
ec_onomicand political milieu. lama as an ideal man and afi ideal king could sérve :
sevgral purpovse., On the one hand he had set the norms to be followed by tﬁe people
if thevaantedi harmonious relations in family as well as in society at'large, and on the
other he validated the monﬁchiml form of government which ensured the stability of
the varpa order. However, the success of the Ra‘maréjya depended on the personal
qualities of Rama. As Whaling comments, "Rama's rule could be ideal if he himself
was an ideal"®. Thus kingsh:ip, which was already invested with the attributes of
divinity, achieved in Rama, the person, its ideal form and paved the way for his
eventual transformation from iyeing the representative of the gods to becoming a god

himse_lf.

I Frank Whailing,op.cit., p 71-
' Ibid p. 70+ |
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4. Rama : The Avatara

You are the great god Narayana, STtﬁ' is Laksmi and you are god Visnu, Krsna and
Prajapati. For the purpose of klllmg Ra»ana you entered a human body."( V.R. -

6 105.12-15)

An avatara is a manifestatioﬁ of the divine in an animal, mythological of human
form. Vaisnavitg doctrine which seems to have evdlved With the identification of
Bhdgvat-Narayana with the hero god Visudeva Krsna, who thus came to be looked
‘upon as the human incarhation of thé fqrmer‘. Some scholars trace the idea to a Rg
Vedic passage; wﬁere Visnu is said to have assumed another form in the battle’.
J.Gonda maintains that in the {?g Veda Indra is especially the god who roams about in

several forms>.

However, the Vaispavite theqry of incarnation is not-confined to the idea of the -
god's multiformity or metamorphosis aione but is based on a cleafq belief that the
godhead manifests himself with a purpose to destroy the wicked and protect the
righteous. The earliest reference to this idea can be found in the Bhagvad Gita,* where
it is clearly mentioned that wher:;ever dharma declines and vices predominate, the

godhead appears on earth and thys takes numerous births in different ages. The Bhagvagl

Jacobi, Encyclopedia : of Religion and Ethics, VIILp.175 cited in Suvira Jaiswal,
Origin and Development of Valsnmsm Munshiram Manoharlal, Delhi. 1987,
p.129

Rgveda.7.100.06 cited in S. Jalswal ibid, p.129

J.Gonda, Aspects of karly Vissism, Motilal Baxa51das Dell, 1969
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Gita further states that whatever is endowed with power springs from a part of the
God's energy. * This explains how the good and the mighty is a partial manifestation

of the God.

Suvira Jaiswal has argued that in this form the doctrine seems to have been
considerably lnﬂuenced by the Buddhist concept of the former Buddha whose prime
attribute is compassion® She cites Farquhar who also suggested that the vaisnvas were
intluenced by example of the,Buddhist:s, who had already raised Buddha to divirle
s(atus.arrd had create_d " a series of 'precedent Buddlras.stretching away vinro the distan(

past.’

- The term avat&ra hteral]y means “to descend' ‘to come down’. The word is
derived from the root “avt.r' whlch is not found in earher.works The Bhagvad Gita tai
aud the Mahbbh&rata where the concept occurs for the first time the idea of an
incarnation has .beerr expressed 'drrough sucﬁ words as janam® (birth), sambhava®

(spring forth), srjna’ (creation) and prddurbhava" (appearance).

Even the number of the avataras of Visnu varies from one text to another.

Describing the incarnations of Narayana Visnu, the Narayaniya section of the

B.G. -10.49.

Suvin Jaiswal,op.cit.p.130 .
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Mahabharata fun;ishes two lists. The first mentions maintains six'?, while the second
only four incarnation'. Scholars are of the opinion that the second list, giving the
names of the fogr incarnations Varaha (boar}, Narasimha (man-lion), Vamana (dWarf)
and Manusa (human i.e._ Krsna) seems to represent the original nucleus which is found
in the Aranyaka Parvan of the Mahabharata. Gradually the number increased and the
Vayu Purana gives the numberlof incarnations as twelve at one place and ten at
another™ . The Bhdgavata Purana enumerates the names of the incarnations of Visnu
in three different passages. In the first béok twent);,two , in the second book twenty-
three, and in book eleven sixteen names are mentioned. It was only z‘later that the

niumber of the avataras was fixed at ten.

The Bhagvad Gita says that since the avatdras éménate from the 'god's-energy,
they are paturally not as powerful as the original one'. Hence there must be some
difference between Vispu and his incarnations. It shows the intrinsic superiority of the
principle god Nﬁréyaga—ViSt_m. Thus,: the Visnu Purd'pa describes K{§1ia as an "
amsavatara or a part manifestation of Vi§1.1u"‘, The Bhagvad Gita, however, fakes him
to be the purna brahma. The difference is reconciléd by the commentators, who
assert that even as a lamp lighted from another lamp does not reduce the light 0% the

first, and yet is as bright as the first, so the divine spirit, which has the character of

‘ Mbh - 12.326

" Mbh. - 12.337.36

R.G.Bhandarkar, Vaisnavism, Saivism and Minor Religious System,

indological Book House, Valanzm 1965. p.42

' B.G. - 149

amsvatrar brahmarse yo yam yadu/\ulodbhavah cited in P. Jash, Historyv and
Evolution of Vaisnavism in Eastern India, Calcutta,1982.p.95.
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light, cannot suffer diminution or enhancement. Hence," a full arises out of a full, if

a full is taken away form a full, a full remains"".

In the beginning, the tendenC):' seems to have been to incorporate various popular
divinities such as the Boar, the h'Ian-lion, and Vasudeva-Krsna by recognisingthem
as incarnations of the same god. It'is interestrng that the stages of the avatara parallel

| the evolution of life on earth, such as Matsya (fish), who resides in water, Kiirma.
(tortoise) an amphihian Varaha (boar) who iives on earth, and Narsimha ('ntan-lion)
an mtermedlary stage in the transition from animal to man Balarama is an
»agrlculturlst whlle Parasurama Dasrathl I&ma and Buddha represent some ¢ of the
| "'human for_ms“‘. One of the most popular lnearnatlons-of Vlsnu is Varizﬁa (boar), who
vseems to have been lmked w1th the pre-Kryan cult of the sacred plg The ﬁrst dlrect :
referenoes to the boar as an mcarnatlon perforrmng the specxﬁc task of ralsmg the earth }
fromvpruneval water occug in the Satapq_tha Brahmapa y where ,he.has been 'l_dentlﬁed |
‘with the creator. gori‘ Prajapati. It is possibie that sorne of -the. tqtemie gods - of the
.vnon-Aryan people of India were grariu'ahy being abso_rhed w‘ithi.n the brahmanical
pantheon and they eventually merged with Visnu and his avatdras. The earj'lieSt literary
reference to Visnu's Narasiﬁ]ha form is to be found in a iate passage of the Taittiriva

Aranyaka which describes him as a deity having mighty claws and sharp teeth.

Analysing the episode, P.V.Kane has observed that some elements of the story appears

J.Muir, Original Sanskrit Texts,London,1972-84. Vol.IV, .p-219.cited in P. Jash,
op cit,p.95

Madelene Biardieau, Hinduism : The Anthropology of a Civilization, Oxford
University Press, Delhi, 1994,(Second Impression).p.103
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to have been derived from the legend of Indra and the demon Namuci'®. The Dwarf
incarnation is anticipated in the three strides of Visnu mentioned in the I.QgVeda which
was elaborated with the assimilation of some popular elements®. The Ramavana also

contains the same story.*!

Of the three Ramas, Bhargava Rama (Para§ur§ma),Régha-\"a Rama (Rima_chandra) |
and Balarama, Bhargava Rama's identification with Visnu occurs only once in the
Mah'&'bhErata.-'However, V.S. Suktt.lanlgar has pointed out that the glorificétioﬁl of
ParaSurama was not accepted by a section of the brahamanas, who were fhe custodiahs
of the Ramayana, aﬁd this cpié invariably portrays the Bhirgava;, and specially
Parasurima, in an unfavourable l'ight.rlt narratés the story of the:: défeat of Parasurama

at-the hands of the ksatriya prince Rdma,a major incarnation of Visqu”.

Ramacandra, .the ’earlies't available version of whose story is av.ailab'le in the
'Das’aratha Jﬁtaka and which diffets frobm the Ramayana of Vﬁlr_n'iki at. certain
important poin_;s, descended .z on earth t:o destroy.RE\(apa, the wicked and powérful
mas»ter of Lanka Who was made invincible through divine grace. According to the
Dafaratha'Jitakd, Dagaratha was the king of Varanasi, who has four children called
Raia, Lak§mar}a, Sitd and Bhayata. D,a’sharata had sent away Rama and Lakshmana

into exile for twelve years in the Himalayan region to protect them from the evil

1 P.V Kane, History of Dharmasashtrcg, Vol.Il, BORI, Poona, 1941,pp.718-19
S.Jaiswal, op.cit.,p.123-4. ' '

o V.R -127.12-14 : :

J.N.Banerjea, Development of Hindu Iconography, University of Calcutta,

Calcutta,1954,p.419.
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machniations of their step-mother, and St insisted on accompanying her brothers. ‘
When the period o'f exile was over, RAma married his sister Sitd and made her his chief
queen. There is no reference to the abduc.tion of Sitd. This entire episféde appears to
have been invented or derived from some other source by the author of the
Ramdyana®. Probably because of the ethical notions prevailing at the time of the
composit‘ioh of the Ramayana; the author of the text, who describes Sita as the

daughter of Janaka, could not conceive of Rama of being both the hushand and the

brother of Sita at the same time.

We observé tﬁat though the number of the primary incarnations of Visnu had been
fixed at ten, tﬁeiripaﬁes vary in the lists given in the early Puranas and it is l;élieved
_that the stanciara__list did not find general acceptance before the cight century A.D. %,
The Vayu Purana mentions Nﬁrzﬁyapa, NaraSirﬁha, .Vz‘imar.la,Da.ttﬁtreya, Méndhéta,
Jamadagmya. Rama, Vedavyas, Krsna and Kalkj as the ten incarnations of Visnu. The
first three are described as‘divya 'séﬁbhﬁtis (divine incarnations)-and the rest as human

incarnations®.

In this essay we are concerned with the process of the transformation of an epic
hero into a god. Therefore, the relevant questions to ask are-under what circumstances

a popular character is divinised? Or, conversely, to what extent does a god's character

S.Jaiswal, op.cit.p. 141

R.C.Hazra, Studies in the Puranic Records on Hindu Rites and Customs,
Dacca,1940.p.88 :

The Vayu Purana. 98.88., cited in S.Jaiswl,op.cit,p.129
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reflect the socio'-cconomic-poli.tical milieu in which he is worshipped? What. can a
theogonic myth tell about a society and about the iaternalization and use of power
within a society? Fred Gothey has suggested some answers to thase questions at the
theoretical level which are useful for our purpose. He arguea that the manner in which
a divine being is perceived reﬂect particular historical circumstance's and geograpl'lical
context which are incorporated into ‘the mythology of certain gods. These historical
particulars include, - among others, sociological factors. For example, a deity can
serve as a prototype for the occxipational status of a particular social community as
wherr the god is a warrior or ‘a king. However, virtually no deity which rises in
- dominance réﬂects a contemporary moment alone. Divinc lineaée ascribes continuity,
authenticity, identity and power to.a god. In brahamanical »theogony especially each - -
deity reflects .not simplyv a particular cultural moment but an ongoing tradition that by
incarnation ".an(.i homogenisation derives its ‘authority from a my;hic or historical
original moment. This process, and each god developed withia it, becomes
al;propriated‘;;arsdnally because a process of personal and or family internalisation
makes a deity extremely real for many.devotees. In this process there occurs an
enhancement of credibility through the particular 'mamler of transmission of the
tradition aﬁd the shar»ing of inaidents or stories in which the god has p.erformed
miraculous deeds not only in times of past but in one's O\am time. In short the power
of the god is personally credible and human perception about the god, who is loving,

forgiving, dominant authoritative etc. reflect the human situation.?

26

Fred W. Cbthey, "Theogony and Powers in South India", in Bardwell L.
Smith(ed.), Religion and the Legitimation of Power in South Asia. E.. 1. Brill,
Leiden, 1978, p.3.
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In the avatdra myths we observe that several of ”these processes  were
simultaneously at work. A number of the avataras performed miraculous deeds, most
notably Krsna. Rima, however, never indulged in miracles, unless his incredible feats
of heroism in the battleﬁelo are considered as such. But the appeal of Rama was even
deeper. He was certainly the prototype for the rulling authority'the k. triya, wbo had
the ideological sanction of the brahmanas; for as a king he orgamsed and presided over
the ideal brahmanical societv. Deborah A Soifer has pointed out that the Vi§pu-S,iva
and the bg?tmapa-k.'satriya pairs cbarecterise the avatara and are particulafieed
expressions of the basic cosmological theme of creation and des__trucﬁon”. Réma,v?as
the embodimen't'-of this ideal combination who destroyed evil and meestablislled vthe rule
of dharma- a crucial moment in the cosmologieal cycl.e. Mofeover, even thou'éh oﬁen
- arepresentative of a particular socialfeommuni,ty to begin with, the god makes h_iméelf
' accessiblel't.li-rough hls avaidras, 10 all the Wo;sbi;frs across eom.monit.ies and becomes _ .
~ the object of their supreme desire.?® Rama, the symbol of compassnon has been -
) con51stently pdra.yed as ]USt and nghteous becau;e he is supposed to be equally-
cobcerned with the welfare of all hlS Isubjects.Fmally and more lmportantly, an
avatara, such as R'éma, is not the product of a historicaj moment, but of a histomical
process. Rama in many ways, was the culmination-of the process of reassertion of
brahmanism which spread over a long period of percieved social crisis. The heroic

legend gradually crystallized into an epic and assumed normative status, but the

original mythico-historical moment was never lost. The "loving, forgiving dominant,

o Deborah A. Soifer, The Myth of Narasimha and Vamana: Two Avataras in
Cosmological Perspective, State Wiiversity of New York Press, 1991, p.4.
Madeleine Biardeau, op. cit., p.113.
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authoritativé" gods of Clothey did reflect the human situation. Geoffrey Parrinder,
explaining the concept of the avatara, argued that Rama is the example Qf-viridous life
and a teacher of righteousneés, because he is really thought to have lived on earth®.
An e);amplaf of high moral virtues does not easily acquire personal credibility. It
depends on the successful creation and effective transmission of a tradition. -The
Ramayana tradition assumed its-present forrﬁ through diverse channels of transmission
for many centuries, of which we are concerned with only the early part, the final
redactions ot the Valmiki Ramayana where th? righteous kiné and the mighty hero

turned into a benevolent god for the first time.

The first ebisode which refers to the idea of Rama as an incarnation of Visnu is
. mentioned in the Balakanda .DaSaratha was performing the putresti 4yajﬁa to beget
_ soné. Exactly a£ tﬁattime the gods ;were' discussing among themselves in heaven how
to destroy Rivana who had becorpe a menace to them. Ravana was armed with a boon
by Brahma that no one éxcepbt. a man could kill hi.m. Ravana thought he was so
powerful that a man would be too'weak té c;hallenge him. When the gods approached
Brahma he direc@ them to Viggu; Visnu, at the requést of the gods, decided to
manifest himself as the foﬁr sons of Dasaratha. Agni emérged from the sacrifical fire
and handed over to DaSaratha a pot. of porridge, supposedly containing the seed of

Visnu, to be distributed among DaSaratha's wives. Rima was thus a partial incarnation

of Visnu, although Visnu was best examplified in him. for Kausalya .the mother of

Geoiﬁ'e}(—Paninder, Avatara and Incarnation, Faber and Faber, London, 1970,
p.123.
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Rama, had taken half of the sweet porridge and the remaining' half was divided

between Kaikeyi and Sumitra®.

Another references to the avardra idea is found in the Phalastuti section pf the
Balakanda (merits of listening to the text): "Who ever reads this story of Rama, which
is purifying, destructive of sin, holy and eqdal to the Vedas, is free from all. the sins,
leads a lqng life and enjoys heaven with ancestors. * The Phalasruti supports the
idea that the Bélakfigzda was a late addition. The audience were already aware of the
heroic l;allad and were now being informed of the fruits of listening to the story.
Vai'.gr_zavism.was a new element which was to be introduced to the masses éndj here the
R&m&ya{la served as an active instrument for the propagation of tl.lis idea. So Rama was
found suitable and was therefore conceived as the incarnation of Visnu. People gotto - .
know of the merits of Rima as a hero who manifested on earth to -establish
righteousness. R.P.Goldmén has shown how the idea of the (tvaté'ra was slovﬂy being
associated with Rama. He cites a verse in the Balakanda which deséribed R@ma in
company of sﬁa: "In the compa:ny of that lovely p_rincess'who 'was like -§rT in her
celestial beauty, Rima, resplendent in his own lustre, was rendered illus;rious, as the
glory of the incombarable Visnu enhanced by the prese;lce of §ri, and argues that these
allusions tb Visnu presuppose 'the identification. of the god and the herb and are

intended to convey this to the audience. With the introduction of the Vaisnava elements

,the contemporary audience familiar with the original heroic balled, could hardly be

s V.R 1.14.18-20
" V.R -1.1.77.78
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expected to believe that on hearing this they would be free from their sins and would
go to heaven with their descendants. The interpolation, however, was gradual and
Rama as a hero and an ideal human being remained the central figure of the

Balakanda.

In the early stages of the epic at least, the R&mﬁj:a(za was ‘.a maftial'stofy With a.
ksatriya béckground and Rama was its noble hero. This was implied by Rama himself
\when he stated that he was subject tc:j fate®. Even when his divine identity was
revealed toﬂhim he declared himself to be aA human informant of the g_qu. Hanuminﬂ
also i(iJentiﬁgdj hlm as _5 great human be ing®. SungQa who compared Rama ~with Indra
“and Varuéa;“,how§y;ar, descfﬂ)ecj h_im as 5 man w:th superhuman po’Wers.: "You are.
capable of _killigg w1th arrows ﬂl vthe gods al(;hg witﬁ' Indra, O lién among men, wﬁy
not Vali allso”. Slmllarly Mﬁrfca ééser-ted: "Rﬁfr_xa isdharma incarnate,,_p_‘ious,. truly -
_‘brave and thé kmgof the §vhole world, as V‘ésava is of the god's"'”. s
Mandodart ‘lgmenting on the death c;f Rﬁvar_la, however, doubted Wheﬂief ilﬁma
could be just a human being and said that he must be Indra himself in the ’form of
Rama. She recélled'the great powers of R?war}é and concluded that,Rﬁmz;, who had

slain Ravana, Khara and the other Raksasas must be more than a mere human being.>

J.L.Brockington suggests that Rama was extolled for his martial abilities, with more

32 V.R -2.98.15

3 V.R -5.48.11,5.49.26
R -4.12.10
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than a hint of his kingly function, whether for protection or punishment, and so was

frequently Compared to Indra, throughout the first two stages™.

- There is a fairly clear continuity between the epic hero god Indra and the epic hero
Rama. One can also detect elements .of‘con'tinuity in the conflicit between Indra and
Vrtra and between Rdma and Ravana. Rama used Indra's weapons 0 conquer his
enemies and there have been a number of allusions to the motif of Indra slaying Vrtra
and in the kandas two to six of th;e Ramayona™. Both Rama and Indra killed a lgrge
number of demons in addition to R’ivaga,and Vrtra réspectivel.y. It is significant that
Indra interfered at a vital stage‘i'n the great battle in order to offer Rim;i his own
chariot and the charioteer®. Wﬁailin{; makes the comparisdn between Indra and Rama
explicit: "At another level of interprétation, disorder exists not just at the hufnan level
but also at thé cosmic level. The; word is in a state of chaos and; | needs to be restored '
to a state of cosmos. Just as Vrtra had held back the waters of the earth, ihe;'eby
causing drought and disorder, so alsd Rﬁvapa impedes the cosmic order of the world.
Just as Indra with the help of the'Maruts had used his t.hundcrbol‘t to release the waters
imprisoned by Vrtra and thereby restored cosmos, so also Rélﬁa defeats Ravana and
vestablishes the possibility of Ramarajya on. earth, for the symbol of Ramarajva has

cosmic as well as human implications. It represents a state of order in the universe as

well as a state of order in Ayodhya"®. We have already notes that the cosmogonic

Brockington, op.cit.p.195
Frank Whailing, op.cit.p.77
“" V.R -6.90 .

0 Frank Whailing. op.cit,p.78
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them of creation- destruction- recreation is intrinsic to the concept of the avatdra and

Rama satisfied-this condition by nestoring order on earth as Indra did in the past.

However, the similarity b_et\veen two e_nds there-Indra had restored cosmic order
which can be interpreted in a way as the restoration of dharma. But Indra was hardly
a champion of dharma in the same way that Rama was.Indra.killed the demons
through his magic bower, employed brutal force to achieve his objective, ‘and his moral
character was open to question. Rama's triumph over Ravana was a triumph of dharma
over adharma ina ﬁlqral sense. This indiéates an advance in the mqral significanc'e» of
the concgpt o’f (ﬂzarma since the ti:me of the Rgveda, as well as the mdral superjority.

of Rama over Indra*.

Rima released Ahalyﬁ' of her g;urse which indire'cﬂy links him with Indra,-“who_\;/as. |
responsible for tfle, curse. However, we notice a 'gradual shift of emphasis from In’dra
to Visnu in the RaGmayana itself, 4. One rgason"cén be that Indrav was in the process of
being displaced from his pre-eminent status by Visnu, a process which crystalllisgd in
the Purﬁpas. Also perhaps the personaiity of Indra was not compatible with the
growing emphasis on Rama's ﬁpholding of dharma and can be a factor in the
disjunction of the association of i{ﬁma and Indra.The highest level of representation of
- Rama in the Valmiki Ramayana was as an avatara of Visnu. At this level he was no

longer merely an ideal man or merely a successor of Indra. He was an incarnation of -

A ibid,p.79
“ J.L.Brockington, op.cit,p.220
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the God.

Rama has been compared with Indra on sixty occasions in first two stages of the
Ramayamand only on eigﬁt occasions ;vith Visnu. But the pattern changés in the later
stages. The reférence’ of Rama as the the ’avata’ra of Visnu mostly occ‘ur in the first and
the seventh books, which are considered to be later interpolations. Books two to five
practically cohtain no speciﬁé reference to Rama-as an avatara, except in the

- yuddhakanda. Towards the beginning of the epic it is clearly mentioned that Visnu,
_at the request of the gods, decided to become the four sons of Da:s’aratha in order to kill

: .Rz;vaga. Tﬁe r_émziindcr of ‘me BW.winmim some ‘s-tovries about Vigqu, 'but_none
of these spe(':i.ﬁcglly.state,_that Visnu was actuall); .,’R_:Z;am'.a. They  were pfesﬁmably
Vi'nc_:ljuded in érdér to pomt out the closeness betwe;:n' Rima and Visnu. However, an
- ep'isode in tﬁe Bdlakanda :itéelf s:ug:ges_ts‘ that the ide§ of Rima being the @dﬁra'bf
Visnu was gaining' grouﬁd. Para$urama, after being vanquished by Rama, (add‘re;ssed

him as "the ifnpérishable élayer of Madhu, the lord of Gods"'“".

In the Yudhakand; Malayavat, a.minister of Ravamtold him, "1 consider_ Rama to
be Visnu who has taken the form of a man, fof this Raghava of firm valovur who built
this remarkable bridge over the sea is not just a man. Therefore, O Ravana, c‘onc‘lude
peace with Rama, the king of men"*. The most comprehensive statement on Rama's

divinity occures in the episode where Sitd underwent the fire ordeal. Indra rebuked.

” V.R -1.75.17
H VR -6.26.331.32



78

Rama for his distruet of Sita : "How could you distrust her, for you are god, the
creator of the ;vhole'universe (an: epithet often applied to Brahma), and the foremost
among the wise and knowledgeahle persons"¥. Rama, oblivious of his divinity,
enquired of Brahma : "I consider myself to be Rama, the offsprmg of Daaratha. Who
then am I and where have I come from tell me that lord"*¢. Brahma rephed "You |
are the great god Nariyana, St is Laksmi and you are god Visnu—Krgna and Prajapati. |
For the purpose of killing Ravana, you entered a human body';47. The. Yuddhakanda
projects Rama as Pumavdtdra(complete incarnation) of Visnu rather than-a partial
one, as expressed in the Balakdnda. Rama himsel'f was unaware of his divinity and

‘was informed about this by the gods.

ln the Uttarakanda there are many instances m whxch Rama has been portrayed as_

o '.an mmrnatxon of Vlsnu Once Gautama assured Ahalya "In the house of the Iksvakus o

. there will be bom a mlghty wamor named l&ma renowned in the universe.. ; . That
long armed hero w111'be"none other ’-than Vi§nu_ in human form.... It. is hei who can
efface the sin you have committed"*®. In another passage Bhrgu cursed Visnu, :"You
will be born in the world of Aman,v O Janardana, and there you will live separated form
your wife for many years"*. This statement directly connects Visnu with Rama. In
the Uttarakanda Brahma again reminded Rama of his divinity when Rama lamented

over the disappearance of Sita into the womb of the earth and vowed to destroy the

4 V.R -6.105.58

1 V.R. -6.105.10

v V.R. -6.105.12-18
“‘ V.R -730.41-42
v VR -741.6
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universe. Brahm3 said to Rama : "O Rama, the virtuous one, do not be incensed.
Recollect your divine origin and nature . . now recall that you are Visnu . . . O

invisible hero".>

Réma has been ad;iressed as paramﬁtﬁmrf‘ and Narayana®. Finally Rima was told
by-Kila : "Your task is acéomplished, O friend, O p'rotector of the worlds. You are
mind bom”»and you have @mple@ your long stay among the mortals. O fofémost of
men, remm to u§"54. Brahma welcompd _him to the ab(;de of the gods : "Hgil '0
Visnu ! Hail !’:O' Raghava ! With your god-like brothers now enter your eternal abode'.v -
Return to y;iur own body if you so dés.ire;. .. §QCUpy the }eglm of Vi§§u . . enter into
your real bodylf you want"*. Rama ﬁnaily reahsed his trué._nat'ure :""le,.earing theée :
words ..gf ér'ahmi, the suprémél')'i virtuous Rima-fbfxﬁed his fesoluiion _fand* entered
Visgu“s '_gbode in his body ‘_w’_ith ﬁis youngér b_rbthers. {iﬂus ':.V 1sgu returned ;6_' h'eavén,

and it is he. who pervaded the three worlds, both the moving and the fixed".

Réima of Valmiki transcended the human qualities to become equal with gods which
* ended in his identification with Visnu. However, he was not yet the objéct -of devotion
and worship who could grant moksa. At the same time he contained all the elements

of being a deity and was not very far from being the object of devotion. There are

50 V.R -7.98.12-13
31 V.R -741.7
V.R -7.26.28
V.R -7.104.13
V.R. -7.104.1-13
: V.R -7.104.8-13
36 VR -7.111.2
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some instances the Uttarak'.‘d{z(:b. which presupposed.the idea of bhakti. The Vérpras
were so devoted to Rama in Ayodhya that a month passed by as if it were-an hour”.
Later the inhabitants of Ayodhya wished to accompany Rama to heaven as an ;
expression of their love ;md devotion for him.®* On resuming his fbr'm-aS‘Vigr.iu in
heaven, Rama told the gods that the citizens of Ayodhya were his devotees 'aﬁd they
sacrificed themsglves for his sake®. It was during the medieval ‘period ,4 when some of
the major bhaktz poéts accepted R:?.lmu as their preeminent vobject of devotion,. that the
image of Rama as the deliverer of man from their earthly Eofroys become widely
recogniséd. - Howevér,the R&m?iya[ta, ha;/ing set:,the' Scené:fc’_);' the full realisation of |
. the divine aspect of Rimam h&\;en: seems to have been cpnté_h_t to dwell irlbré gn"#hé' "

" human nature of Rima ‘dn earth. ‘ , |

Tﬁe’ dexﬁcatlonofRima toward»s.T the ﬁnéi stages of thel.z.i(f:o;lvlpositio_n'df»-.;lxe.épic.
suggests thét brahmamsm had foind Rima a modgl to embody_ and &ansmit- t_h(ié‘::horrhvs.
it prescﬁbed tb_oyemoiﬁé the social crlsm it was faciﬁg. The s.t.orty Qf Rﬁma' was cﬁoséh
fo-r it was an atuaCtjvé and popufar story iﬁ which Rama was déiﬁed in degrees through
various stages. Rima was viewed in the early stage as ‘a perfect ksatriya, a position
which in no way came in conflict with the religious ideals of his time, for it was

recommended that each one should follow one's varna duty *.

3 V.R -73927
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Rama was a connecting link between the people and the unseen heaven. Because
of his supposediy physical presence, it W‘as comparatively easier to project him as an
'incarnation of the God, and yet :make him appear ‘credible/. The image of the ideal
.family man and the ideal king'superimposed on the’magnificent hero helped in the

construction of the avarara.

Rima belongéd to the ruling class, who wielded power. Heesterman argues that
power: in order to be legitimate, must bg sanctioned by authority, and authority in turn
must be validated by priesthood, which i)rovided the channel to the _diviné or
irascendent source of authority. The paif of kiiig and-brahmana stands for temporal
power and spiritual autliority. "The king-brahmin f(?rmula ta_kés care of power and
authority distinguished f;om wch 6ther in an absolute fashion. Power and authority
should complement each other and that the king and.‘ brﬁhmin, therefoie,-must

coope,ate".5! Rama, the god, was the result of this cooperation.

Moreover, by providing the religious’coat, brahmanism could enter new areas to
incul¢ate the vaiuesoic what it ;iercéived as the ideal society. Acculturation increasingly
required that Sanskritic traditi(;n should incorporate elements of local cultures.
Although Rama did not beloné to the non-brahmanical society, the development of
Rama as an incarnation of Visnu can be properly understood in ihe backdrop of the
whole theory of incarnation where the manifestation of Visnu varied from animal to

mythical and finally to a human form. Through these incarnations brahmanism could

o1 J,C.Heesterman, The Inner Conflicts of Tradition, OUP Delhi,. 1985,p.42
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gradually incorporate the local beliefs and cultures. Thus the avatdra theory functioned
as a channel of assimilation and an extension of Sanskritic culture. Although the bhakti
;:lement of later times was absent,the Phala$ruti section did convey the message
strongly that whoever listened to the story of Rima would be free from his ;sins_ and

4

would enjoy heaven. This also acted as an agent of broadening the base of Vaisnavism.

Thus, the deification of Rimz'i served several purposes. The Ramayana was not the
" end but the beginning of the process, a process that was to reestablish the supremacy
of brahmanism irom thevpos’t-Gupta' period onwards. The ideals that Rima -
represented .and t};e popularity of the sfdry helped to serve this purposc. Rima was
‘seen as an avardra of Visnu who deliberatefy limited himself and agreed to'con-form
to the human condition. By his pe'rfect adaption of the human condition, he seé ﬁp an
example of how life s_hould be lived. And yet, this a_daptation never interféred with his
essentially diviﬁe nature. However, one should never.lose sight of the fact that in the
Rt'zmiiya{za,' 4R’§ma. was littlé more than dhavrmalperson.iﬁed. The 'unqualiﬁed attribution

of divinity to him in'the later stage appear somewhat artificial.






83

5. Conclusion

"The historical significance of the process of transformation of a martial hero mto an
avatdra can be understood with greater clarity if we compare Rama with Krsna the central .
‘character of the othe; Sanskrit epic Mahabharata and an equally popular avatara of
Visnu. ‘The differences in character between the two of them are as fundamental as the
manner in which they have been dcified and they reflect the difference in the chief

concerns of the two epics.

Althoﬁgh it is generally acknowledged that the epic literature cannot be pre(_:iéely
dated, containing as it does formations that cover several centuries, scholars have -
‘generally accepted that the Ramdyana in its present form belongs to the period
between 300 B.C and 300 A.D. and the MahZibharata to the period between 400 B.C.
‘z’md 400 BC and 400 A.D. Thus, even though in terms of the yuga theory, the
Mahabharata describes the events of a later period than the Ré‘mc?yapa, these two texts
were more or less contemporaneous of one other. The material, cultural and political
pattern is somewhat simpler in the Raidyana compared to that.of the Mahabharata.
But the epics record accounts of civilized, materially affluent societies following the
brahmanical norms based on Var{zds/ranza, and loudly proclaim the need for the
preservation of dharma. 1t seems therefore that there exists a lot of similarities in the

~ material and cultural contexts of the two epics, and yet the protagonists of the two

texts, despite superficial resemblances, were different from each other.. .Let.us.look at.-. .. .

the two characters a little more closely.
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The most imporca.nt difference between the two seems be that Krsna was an avatara
from thé very beginning and he was aware of his divine status in the Mahabharata,
while Rff_ma answered the requiremeqts of a god and his deiﬁcation.was gradual. Till
the very final stage of the epic Rama was unaware of his divinity. Krsna's birth was
dramatic. Visnu manifested himself as Rﬁma with a mission to kill Ravana and just as
K‘rs.r]a was born to destroy the wicked king Karﬁsa. Rama's divine character before his
birth was known only to the gods but Krsna's divinity was revealed to all concerned

| by the circumstances of his birth. ~ Rama ~ in his childhood behaved as a normal,
responsible if highly gifted, boy. As a child,:K;?}a exhibited extraordinary powers. Krsna's
popularity was based on his miraculous exploits and that of Rama on his ideal behaviour.
Both of them helped to get rid of evils when tﬁey were young, but while Rama's actions
were heroic, Krsna's operations were supernatural. Indeed, the exploits of young K;r_sga :
are not recorded in the Mahabharata. "They appear for the first time in great detail in the

, Hafivan'z&a, considered to be an adjunct of the Mahabharata. ﬁut since we are not left
with any ‘doubt that these two texts describe two phas;s“in» the lif;a of the same person, it

is difficult to disassociate the Kgg‘la of the Harivainsa and the Kr§na of the Mahabharata.

It is the awareness of Krsna of his own divinity and the ébsence of it in Raina accounts
for the difference in the pattern of thei_r respective behaviours. Rama released Ahalya of
her curse but it does not-seem as if he reaﬁsed that he could do so because he was
endowed with‘divvine power. All his great alievements, such as his victory over Ravana,
éould be accomplished by a great warrior'. It were the gods who in formed Rama about

his divinity. K_rs_n‘a, on the otherhand, promised to Draupadt: ""The heavens might fall, the
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Himavat might split, the earth might be rent, or the waters df the ocean may dry up, but
my words that you will again reign as queen and the wives of your enemies will weep,
shall never be in vain"'. “This is ﬁot merely a promise, but a prophecy which only a god can
make. He revived Pariksita, the ﬂ-bom child of Uttara. He; firmly established his divine |
status through the expositiop of :the. Bh&gvaa} Gita. He told Arjuna: "You and I have
passed through many births, I remember them all, you> do not remember"”. He said :
"Whenever righteousnes is on the decline, and unrighteousness is in the ascedant, I body
myselfforth. For the prc;tection of the vixtuous; for the extirpation of evil-doers, and for
the establishment of dharma on a ﬁrm fooﬁng, Iam bom from age to age"’. He naturally

mformed ijuna My birth and actlvnles are dlvme He, who knows this in reality is not

rebom on leavmg his body, but comes to me"4

Krsn;a exemphﬁed the outcome of devotion to God : “wht;soever seek me, even so do
I approach them, for all men follow my path mn every way'" He who sees me present in
B »all bemgs and all beings existing w:thm me, never loses sight of me, and I never lose sight
of him"®. Rama, on the other hand, considered himself only as Daarathi. He asked
'BfahmZ: " I consider myself to be Rdima. Who then am I and where have I come form, tell
" me that lord"7; When he vowed to upset the world after Sita's departure into the earth,

Brahma had to console him that Sita would be rgunited with him in heaven. But Krsna

! The MVH,3.13.117,cited in V.S. Sukhtankér, On The Meaning of the
Mahabharata, "The Asiatic Society of Bombay, p.72

2 B.G.-4.5 |

3 BG.-4.78

4 - BG.-49

° B.G-4.11

6 B.G.- 6.30

! V.R.- 6.105-10
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knew and explained that the soul was never born nor died nor did it become only after
being bom. For it was unbormn, etemnal, everlasting and ancient, even though the body was
slain, the soul was not®. When it came to the expression of human emotions, Rama often
reacted like a normal human being, even though, being the itleal man, he controlled his
emotions. But Kfsna always respoh(_led in h dxvme manner, because he knew from before
what was to happen. He had already killed the Kauravas; Arjuna was nearly a human agent

who carried out what was inevitable’.

"The prime concem of both the epics was to demonstrate the triumph of dharma over
acﬂzanna. Both Rima and Krsna 'ensur'ed that dharma prevails, as it must, because
| adzw-ma carries thhm it the seeds of its own destruction. But they behaved mna markedly :

: 'dlﬁ'erent fashlon. Rama prefen'ed the path of suffering as bemg the right way of living

R aocordmg to cﬂtarma He never preached dharma but onlypmcused it Krsna preaehed and

| explamed the subtle ways of ¢ﬂzarma Krsna hlmself seldom personally intervene to
| ,estabhdl dharma. Rather, he mspired others to act. He was a great teacher who taught the
world Jnanayoga, Karmayoga, Atmayoga; Sahkhy@oga, Brahmayoga etc. .He informed
‘Arjuna," "There was never a time when 1 was not , or when you or these kings were not.
Nor xt is a fact that hereafter we shall all cease to be. Just hs boyhood, youth and old age
are attributed to the soul through this body, even so it attains another body. "The wise man
does not get deluded about this."™" Rama, however, grieved the loss of his dear ones.

Rama in the Valmiki Ramayana; as we have seen, was essentally a human being who,

& B.G.- 2.20
o B.G.-3,27
10 B.G.-2.12-13
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through his seeds, enacted the brahmanical ideals of a perfect social order. Krsna was a

god who was not supposed to lead by personal example. He was the mediating agency
through whom Dharma would be established. Yudhisthira comes closer to Rama, but he

lacked Rama's heroic quality and is therefore not as inspiring a character.

“The mention of Yudhisthira brings another crucial difference between the two epics
to the fore. It is the difference in the conceptualisation of dharma itself. Dharma in the
Ramayana is invested with a good deal of imorality. Rama never suffers from the kinds of
moral dilemma with which the characters in the Makabharata are often afflicted. Usually
Krsna solved thesg moral problems either thmugh his miraculous powers, or philosophical

: dlscourses or cunning. In neither case the reader is surprised, for Krsna is the god. He is
bbyondah‘uman perception or reasoning. "The morality in the Raniayana is much more flat
and one dimensional. R@ma acts in accordance with the prescriptions of the Dharmaé&'stra
and is seldom called upon to explain his actions. Perhaps the only exception was the
assassination of Vali. When he beheaded S,ambﬁka, no question was asked. "This difference
in appsrent towards Dharma in the two epics arises from the ﬁmdamegtally different
manner in which they addressed the problem of the social crisis of the Kali age.
Brahminism sought to solve this problem in the Riimc?ya@a by constructing an ideal son,
ideal brother, ideal husband. Krsna had no relationship with his biological parents and the
relationship between Krsna and Balarama can hardly be described as intimate. It is true
that they lived and respected each other but their roles were very different. During the
Mahabharata war K(§na was on the side of the Pandavas, but Balarama remained
neutral. Even if, Krsna's dalliance with .the Gopis' in Vmdavana forms no part of the

Mahabharata, his conjugal life had so little to do with the plot of the epic that it could not
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| possibly sense of a role model..

| Raina was above all an ideal king but Krsna was never a king in the sense Rama was.
When he became the king at Mathura, Jarasandha att'acked him. "To avoid unnecessary
bloodshed, he ultimately left Mathura, migrated to with his people Dwaraki and settled
there. ' In the Mahabharata Kr.:s‘n'a does not appear primarily as a king; he
functions more as a statesman. But even in this role, his righteousness is not above
question. Duryodhana, Karq'zi, Gandhari and others blamed Krsna at times with gdod
~ reason, for his unrighteousness actions. Rima, as a king, was never in doubt regarding
what the correct course of action is, and all his controvisial decisions, such as the exile of
Sitd, are always amenable to simple explanatidn, in accordance with the highest standard
| to rajadharma, and are made acceptable through his personal suffering. Kgﬁla was much

more of an enigmatic character than Rama.

_— When Rama left th¢ earth, Brahma welcomed him in heaven. He left behind a
prosperous kingdom where dharma reigngd supreme,. Kr'gila's Dvaraka, however, faced
doom. "The Yadavas grew sensuous and vicious. "They fought agaiﬁst each other and all
adult males of clan were wiped out these feuds, except Krsna, Balardma, Daruka
(Krs' na's charioteey) and Babhru. Krsna sent his chrioteer to Hastindpur with a message
to Arjuna to come down to Dvaraka and look afier the women and children of the
Yadavas. He consoled the wailing women and children, and asked them to acéompany
Arjuna to Hastinapur, as Dvaraka was destined to be swaﬂowed by the sea'’. Krsna

himself retired into the deep forest. When in meditation he was hit by the arrow of a

A.D. Pusalker, Studlies in the Epics and Puranas, Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan,
Bombay,1995, p.78 ,
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hunter who mistook him for deer and he passed away. "The god who appeared on earth

to restore Dharma, failed to protect his own people and died in an accident.

"lhe contrast in the manner in whlch the two avatdras met their end is in itself a
pointer to the difference in the major thrust of the two epics. Rama accomplished his
mission and went back to heaven where he finally came to terms with his true identity.
K{g}a with all the awareness of being the god himself. helped to defeat the forces of evil,
but he himself died a disillusioned man. "The message of the R&‘mc'zyar‘za is simple and
direct, that of the Mahaibhdrata much more complex and involved. Both the texts up held
and propagated the brahmanical ideas in a period of transition and crisis. But while Ri'ma
fulfilled these ideals m his OV;'n life and thus quaiiﬁed to be elevated to the status of a god,
Krsna's explicit dlvmxty from the beginning was a hindrance to his becoming a role model

for men. Rama offered to protect the brahmanical ideals on earth; Krsna proM
| salvation to all who sought refuge in him. “That is why R#ma's deification was a process
that history helps to understand while the lf_rgqa who came to receive wdrship as an object

of devotion was not the Krsna of Mahabharta , but the child god of V‘r'nda?/an.‘
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