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first time; you will have heard the sto-
ry first. Indeed, this epic has been told
and retold in the oral tradition for hundreds of
years, and never ceasesto fascinate generation
after generation; perhaps, more for the imagi-
native storytelling, and less for its didacticism.

Thereissomethingmagicalaboutreading the
Mahabharata as it7hasa. It inspires us asreaders
toconstructmeaning and compelsustoreflecton
thetextin context, todiscover a littlemoreabout
ourselves and our society.

Reading the Mahabharata in the 21st century
requires us to imagine the lives and worldview
of people that lived thousands of years ago. The
cultural, theological, and linguistic differences
between ourworldand theirs present challenges
torelatingthestoriesthose peopletold toour lives.
In interpreting the Mahabharata, two contexts
--the ancient and the modern -- come together,
asifin symbiotic union, leaving us little choice. If

Nﬂbﬂdy reads the Mahabharata for the

Reading a textin context

weignore theancient contextofthe greatepic, we
disconnectit from theworld that givesitmeaning
and end up with a Mahabharata that is after our
ownimage. Ifwe focusonlyonthe ancientcontext
and not at all on our own, we end up with an op-
pressive Mahabharatathatimposesitsancientre-
alitiesandvalueson ourverydifferentlivestoday.

Thatiswhyinreadingthe Mahabharata, there
isnomoreimportantscholarwhoredactstheepic
as brilliantly in its myriad nuanced contextsthan
Irawati Karve, the first woman anthropologistin
India. Her quite remarkable little book Yugantza:
The Endofan Epochexplorestheliterarysetting,
the mythological-historical context,and the soci-
ologyand politics of thetimeasthebackdrop; and
brings alive the central question of the human
condition--the meaning of life and its moral con-
cerns. She helps us dive into the deep waters of
continuity and change, in their context and our
own, and brings a wealth of scholarship to help
us with that exploration.

There scarcely is a child or adult who has lis-
tened to or read this labyrinth of magical tales
andhasnotbeen deeplymoved by the tragedy of
Karna, the futility of Bhishma, the misfortune of
Abhimanyu, the travailsof Draupadi, or the stub-
bornness of Duryodhana. Whether by circum-
stance or by folly - one’s own or that of another
—each of them hurtling down the slippery slope.

[rawati Karve humanisesthe charactersofthe
Mahabharata, stripsthemof their divine origins
and,inpoignantfashion, bringsalive human frail-
tyasanimmutable, universal condition. Onethat
blindsallofusin equal measure by greed, hatred,
and ignorance.

Inadeliciousirony, the third generation ofthe
Kauravasis portrayed as bornof human parents,
whilethe Pandavasare fathered by the gods,and
themetaphoricbattleisjoined. Thegreaterirony
isthatthe Pandavas, with Krishna--thesupposed
good guys--vanquish most Kauravawarriors by
deceit. Through the predilections, dilemmas,

actions, inaction and the ethical choices of the
central characters - Bhishma, Karna, Gand-
hari, Kunti, Draupadi, Dhritarashtra, Krishna
Vasudeva - Irawati Karve takes us on a journey
to experience the vanity by which we can sink to
immeasurable depths and the dizzy heights of
compassion to which we may rise; and brings us
home to conclude the only abiding truth: thatin
the end, time devours the universe.

[rawati Karve wasastalwartof Indian sociolo-
gyanditisimportantto place herinanacademic
context, especially one that was dominated by
men. She pioneered the use of Indology for the
study of Indian society and attempted to use the
indigenous epistemological tools available to
her. In the backdrop of India’s colonisation, this
represented an important departure from the
anglicised research being conducted in India at
the time, and thatis what sets herapart.

Yugantapresentsahistoricalrendering ofthe
Mahabharata. The characters are not treated

as fictional, their circumstances and actions
explained instead by situating them within the
social and political context of that time, as might
have been. Yuganta was awarded the Sahitya
Akademi Award for Marathi in 1968, deserved-
ly, for it presents, to paraphrase Prof W Norman
Brown, ‘deep insights into complex humanity
and holdsupamirrortoallthe faces thatwe our-
selves wear”.

[rawati Karve explicates through a secular,
literary rendering of a genuine folk epic that the
Mahabharata does not teach DAiarma or right-
eousness; itdemonstrates Dharma-Sukshmata:
the subtlety of Diiarma-the calculus of the con-
sequencesof our thoughts, wordsand deeds; the
situational ethics thatwe often practice;and why
each ofusmust takeresponsibility forouractions.
Thatiswhyitresonateseventoday. What'smore,
it is one of the finest set of stories you will likely
read; and in Yuganta, the most unlikely literary
characters vouwill ever meet.



