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❖ What is the Mahabharata? 

- The Mahabharata is one of the two great Sanskrit epics of 

ancient India, the other being the Ramayana. 

- It is an immense narrative that blends history, myth, 

philosophy, ethics, and spirituality. 

- The core story centres on a dynastic conflict for the throne 

of Hastinapura between two groups of cousins, the Pandavas 

and the Kauravas, culminating in the Kurukshetra War. 

 

Authorship and Creation 

- Traditionally attributed to Sage Vyasa (also known as 

Krishna Dvaipayana Vyasa). 

- Vyasa is said to have narrated the Mahabharata to 

Ganesha (the remover of obstacles) who wrote it down, or in 

some traditions, Vyasa dictated it to his amanuensis. 

- The text is considered to be a synthesis of Vedic thought, 

folk legends, and philosophical discourse, compiled over 

centuries by multiple redactors. 

 

 Structure and Scope 

- The Mahabharata is the longest epic in world literature, 

consisting of about 100,000 shlokas (verses) in 18 parvas 

(books), plus appendices. 

- Major sections include: 

  - Adi Parva (Creation and the early history) 

  - Sabha Parva (The Game of Dice) 

  - Virata Parva (The Year of Struggle in Hastinapura) 

  - Bhishma Parva (On the battlefield, including the 

Bhagavad Gita in the Mahabharata’s 6th book) 

  - Drona Parva 

  - Karna Parva 

  - Shalya Parva 

  - Sauptika Parva 

  - Stri Parva 

  - Shanti Parva (Book of Peace) 

  - Anushasana Parva (Discipline) 

  - Vana Parva (The Book of the Forest) 

  - Udyoga Parva (The Book of Effort) 
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  - Mahaprasthanika Parva (The Great Journey) 

  - Svargarohana Parva (The Ascent to Heaven) 

- Interwoven within the main plot are the sub-stories such as 

the Bhagavata Parva (which includes the Bhagavad Gita in 

a philosophical dialogue form) and many legends, 

genealogies, and moral narratives. 

 

Core Themes 

- Dharma and Adharma: The struggle to discern righteous 

path amidst complex situations. 

- Duty and Vocation: Arjuna’s crisis of conscience and 

Krishna’s counsel (the Bhagavad Gita) exploring duty, 

virtue, and devotion. 

- Karma and Consequence: The long-term effects of actions 

across generations. 

- Power, Ambition, and Governance: The responsibilities and 

perils of rulership. 

- Dharma-Yudhha: The ethics of war, peace, and the 

treatment of enemies and allies. 

- Righteous Leadership: The ideal qualities of kingship, 

sages, and warriors. 

 

 Philosophical and Cultural Significance 

- The Mahabharata is not just a story; it is a repository of 

dharma shastra (code of conduct), political thought, 

philosophy, and spirituality. 

- The Bhagavad Gita within the epic is one of Hinduism’s 

most important philosophical texts, addressing topics like 

action without attachment, the nature of the self, and 

devotion. 

- It has influenced Indian literature, art, theatre, dance, 

and broader South Asian thought for millennia. 

- Its universal questions about justice, ethics, duty, and the 

human condition remain relevant across cultures today. 

 

  Why Vyasa is Central to the Mahabharata 

- Vyasa is depicted as the compiler and arranger of the narrative, 

a figure who embodies the synthesis of knowledge (Vedas and 
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Upanishads) and oral tradition. 

- He is also connected to the larger mythic framework of the Vedic 

sages, underscoring the epic’s role as a bridge between ancient 

religious thought and classical literary form. 

 

  


