Revenge as Duty

Three powerful words ahimsa paramo dharma, ‘non-violence is the highest dharma’ resound throughout the Mahabharata.  Yet, the whole of the Mahabharata is about violence – to one’s self, and to the other.

And thus the whole of the Mahabharata is about freedom from violence, freedom from fear.  This may see strange; for the Mahabharata is also the story of a devastating war fought between first cousins over their claim to the kingdom.

In this, however, the Mahabharata is following its method of a systematic inquiry into the human condition.  Non-violence is discussed with every kind of violence around.

Truth is discussed when there is so much of falsehood and lies.  The need for control over one’s tongue is discussed at the same time, as hurting and nasty words are being t raped, even by the very best among humans.

Freedom from fear is discussed when fear takes possession of human hearts and stalks everywhere.

The need for forgiveness and reconciliation as a foundation of peace is discussed along with an honest question whether anger is justified when one is grievously wronged.

In the person of Ashvatthama, the grieving son of guru Dronacharya, the Mahabharata honestly explores the questions whether acts of revenge would be ethically wrong?  And would it not be just and right to avenge a wrong in the same manner in which that wrong was done in the first place?

Ashvatthama’s burning anger was not that his father was killed fighting on the battlefield but at the manner in which the Pandavas killed him.  Not in a straight combat between two warriors, but by means of despicable life announced to him that ‘Ashvatthama is killed”.

Drona wanted to know the truth from Yudhishthira; for he had faith in him that he would not lie even to gain all the kingdoms in the world. The man said to drona ‘Ashvatthama is killed’ in a loud voice, and the postscript ‘it was Ashvatthama the war elephant that was killed’ in whisper Drona could not have heard.

Believing that it was his son, his only child, who was killed, Drona lost heart in the battle.  He sat in his chariot, his head bent low in deep grief.  It was at that moment that Dhristadyumna, the son of the Panchala kind Drupad rushed at   him.

He seized Drona by the hair, insulting him, and with one quick blow of his sword cut of his head.  Drona died a death by ignoble means.  Ashvatthama resolved to avenge his father’s death.

His moment comes at the end of the war won by the Pandavas.  On the other side, only three are left alive: he Kripacharya and Kritavarma.  The Panchala contingent of the winning army had gone to sleep, so exhausted as almost like the dead.

It is the dead of night, and a perfect moment of revenge.  Ashvatthama is planning to attack and kill the killer of his father, Dhristadyumna, and others while they were asleep.  He unfolds to Kripacharya and Kritavarma his purpose and the means.  On hearing what he said, they feel deeply ashamed.

Kripa says to Ashvatthama, ‘Dear Son! Control your mind for your own good, and be persuaded by what I say to you.  Those who are asleep, have given up their arms, and their horses unsaddled; have sought protection, say in     ‘ I am in your hands now’ –must never be killed.  To kill such men will be adharma.  Fight in the daylight.”

Ashvatthama responds by saying: ‘Please do not read me a lesson in dharma and adharma.  The Pandavas have on the battlefield already shattered dharma into a hundred pieces.  Why don’t you blame them?’

‘You were a witness to the way in which these wicked people had killed my father.  Its memory keeps piercing my heart.  For killing while he is asleep the murderer of my father, if I’m born in my next life as an insect, that is acceptable to me’.

Ashvatthama proceeds towards the Panchala army camp.  He finds Dhrishtadyumna.  He wakes him up, striking him with his foot; and then began his slow killing, by hands.

‘Enough! Kill me swiftly with a weapon’, he said to Ashvatthama.  ‘No, a murderer of you guru, you do no deserve the dignity of the death of a warrior, by a weapon’.

He then wrecks destruction on the unsuspecting sleeping army, which included the five sons of the victorious Pandavas as well.  Ashvatthama had entered that camp in the silence of warriors sleeping.

He now left the camp in the silence of the warriors dead.  He had repaid the debt he owed to his slain father.

The next morning the pandavas learn what had happened the previous night.  Through the lament of Yudhishthir the Mahabharata teaches that no victory in war is ever a complete victory and turns into defeat in one way or another.

Ashvatthama is hunted, and found.  Seeing Arjuna, he is struck with terror.  He picks up a piece of straw; invoke into it the power of the weapon called brahma-shiri; and throws it in the air, saying ‘may this destroy the Pandavas’.

It would have destroyed the whole world.  Arjuna fired a weapon of equal force, and the two collided in the air threatening to destroy the universe.

Some sages appear on the scene, and say to them, ‘in your hatred and anger you have done something that has endangered all life.  Withdraw your respective weapons’.

Arjuna did, because he could, having in him the greater power of self-control.  Ashvatthama could not, bereft self-control.

Through this story of the endless cycle of hurt-revenge-another hurt-another revenge, being enacted everywhere at the very time these lines are being written, the Mahabharata is saying:

Hatred and the spirit of revenge are the weapons that destroy the world.

The power of physical weapons is increased beyond by the power of anger and hatred and revenge breathed into them.

Even a piece of straw becomes a weapon of greatest force when touched with great hatred and revenge breathed into them.  Even a piece of straw becomes a weapon of greatest force when touched with great hatred and the great resolve to revenge.

Once fired, the weapons of hatred and revenge cannot be withdrawn – except by those who have the great power of self-control, forgiveness and reconciliation.

Therefore, the physical weapons of most destructive power shall never be in the hands of those with over their mind and over their judgment even less.

No matter how great the danger to you, never use the weapons of ultimate force, especially never over human lives.

