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CHAPTER XXIV
THE BHAGAVATA-PURANA

The Bhagavata-purana.

TuEe Bhagavata-purana shares with the Bhagavad-gita a unique
position in the devotional literature of India. It cannot however
claim the same antiquity: before the tenth century A.D. no references
to it have been discovered by the present writer. Even Ramanuja
(born in A.p. 1017) had not mentioned its name or made any
quotations fromit. But by the time of Madhva the work had become
famous: one of the principal works of Madhva (thirteenth century
A.D.) is called the Bhdgavata-tatparya, in which he deals with the
principal ideas of the Bhdgavata-purana, and lays emphasis on
them so far as they support his views. The thoughts of the
Bhagavata-purana are loftily poetic, but the style is more
difficult. The present writer is of opinion that it must have been
composed by a Southerner, as it makes references to the Alvars,
who have probably never been referred to by any writer in Northern
or Upper India. The Bhdgavata-purana, however, was so much
appreciated that immediately commentaries were written upon it.
Some of these commentaries are:

Amrta-rangini, Atmapriya, Krspa-padi, Caitanya-candrika, Jaya-
mangala, Tattva-pradipika, Tatparya-candrika, Tatparya-dipikd,
Bhagavallila-cintamani, Rasa-ma#ijari, Sukapaksiya Prabodhini, a
tika by Janardana Bhatta, a tika by Narahari, Prakasa by Srinivasa,
Tattva-dipika by Kalyana Raya, a tika by Krsna Bhatta, a tika by
Kaura Sadhu, a tikd by Gopila Cakravarti, Anvaya-bodhini by
Cudamani Cakravarti, Bhdva-prakasika by Narasimhicarya, a tikad
by Yadupati, Subodhini by Vallabhacarya, Pada-ratnavali by
Vijayadhvaja-tirtha, a t7ka by Vitthala Diksita, Sarartha-darsini by
Vi$vanatha Cakravarti, a tika by Visnusvamin, Bhdgavata-candrika
by Viraraghava, Bhavartha-dipika by Sivarama, Bhavartha-diptka
by Sridhara-svami, Sneha-piirani by Keéavadasa, a tika by Srivasa-
carya, a fikd by Satyabhinava-tirtha, a tika by Sudaréana Siri,
a tika by Braja-bhusana, Bhdgavata-purandrka-prabha by Hari-
bhanu, Bhdgavata-purana-prathama-sloka-tikd by Jayarama and
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2 The Bhagavata-purana [cH.

Madhustidana Sarasvati, Paficama-skandha-tika by Vallabhacirya,
Subodhini by Balakrsna Yati, Vaispava-tosini by Sanatana Gosvimi,
Budharafijini by Vasudeva, Nibandha-prakasa by Vitthala Diksita,
Anukramanika by Vallabhacirya, Ekadasa-skandha-tatparya-cand-
rtkd@ by Brahminanda, Anukramanika by Vopadeva. Many other
works also have been written on the diverse subjects of the
Bhagavata-purana and some have also summarized it. Some of
these works are by Riminanda-tirtha, Priyadasa, Visve$vara,
Purusottama, Srinatha, Vrndivana Gosvami, Visnu Puri and
Sanatana.

Dharma.

The word dharma, ordinarily translated as “religion” or
“virtue,” is used in very different senses in the different schools
and religious traditions of Indian thought. It will be useful to deal
with some of the more important of these notions before the reader
is introduced to the notion of dharma as explained in the Bhagavata-
purana. The Mimamsa-sitra begins with an enquiry regarding the
nature of dharma, and defines it as that good which is determinable
only by the Vedic commands.! According to Sabara’s and
Kumirila’s interpretation, the good that is called dharma means
the Vedic sacrifices that lead to good results—the attainment of
Heaven and the like. The fact that the Vedic sacrifices may bring
about desirable results of various kinds can neither be perceived
by the senses nor inferred from other known data: it can be known
only from the testimony of the Vedic commands and directions.
Dharma, therefore, means both the good results attainable by the
Vedic sacrifices and the sacrifices themselves, and, as such, it
is determinable only by the Vedic injunctions. Desirable results
which are attained by rational and prudent actions are not dharma:
for by definition dharma means only those desirable results which
are attainable by operations which are performed strictly in ac-
cordance with Vedic injunctions. But in the Vedas are described
various kinds of sacrifices by the performance of which one may
take revenge on his enemies by destroying them or causing grievous
injuries of various kinds to them, but action causing injury to any
fellow-being is undesirable, and such action cannot be dharma.

! athato dharma-jijfiasa. Mimamsa-sitra, 1. 1. 1.
codanda-laksano’rtho dharmah. Ibid. 1. 1. 2.
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XXIV] Dharma 3

Dharma in this sense has nothing to do with God, or with ordinary
or customary morality, or any kind of mystical or religious fervour
as we understand it now. It simply means Vedic rituals and the
good results that are supposed to follow from their performances;
it has but little religious or moral application; and such a dharma
can only be known through scriptural injunctions®. It contains
however just a little germ of the idea of non-injury, inasmuch as the
performance of rituals for injuring others is not included within its
content. Dharma also definitely rules out all kinds of emotion,
mystic feeling, and exercise of intellect or thought of any descrip-
tion, and merely presupposes a strict loyalty to external scriptural
commands; there is not the slightest trace here of any internal
spiritual law, or rational will, or loyalty to God’s will. The scrip-
tural command however is categorically imperative in some cases,
whereas in others it is only conditionally imperative, i.e. conditioned
by one’s desire for certain good things. Kumirila, in interpreting
this idea, says that any substance (dravya), action (kriya) or quality
(guna) which may be utilized to produce happiness, by a particular
kind of manipulation of them in accordance with Vedic commands,
is called dharma®. Though these substances, qualities etc. may be
perceived by the senses yet the fact that their manipulation in a
particular ritualistic manner will produce happiness for the per-
! ya eva sreyas-karah, sa eva dharma-sabdena ucyate; katham avagamyatam;
yo hi yagam anutisthati, tam dharmika iti samacaksate; yasca yasya kartd sa tena
vyapadisyate; yatha pavakah, lavaka iti. tena yah purusam nihsreyasena samyu-
nakti, sa dharma-sabdena ucyate...ko’rthah—yo mihsreyasdya jyotistomdadih.
ko’narthah—yah pratyavayayah. Sabara-bhdsya on Mimamsa-sitra, 1. 1. 2.
Prabhakara however gives a different interpretation of this rule, and suggests
that it means that every mandate of the Vedas is always binding, and is ¢talled
dharma even when by following it we may be led to actions which are injurious
to other people:
tatah sarvasya vedarthasya karyatvam arthatvam ca vidhiyata iti Syenddi-
niyoganam api arthatvam syat.
Sastra-dipikd, p. 17, Nirnaya-sagara Press, Bombay, 1915.
Kumarila, further interpreting it, says that an action (performed according to the
Vedic commands) which produces happiness and does not immediately or
remotely produce unhappiness is called dharma.
phalam tdvad adharmo’sya Syenddeh sampradharyate
yada yenesta-siddhih syad anusthananubandhini
tasya dharmatvam ucyeta tatah Syenadi-varjanam
yada tu codand-gamyah karyakaryanapeksaya
dharmah priti-nimittam sydat tadad syene’pi dharmata
yada tvapriti-hetur yah saksad vyavahito’pi va
so’dharmas codanatah syat tada syene’py adharmata.
Sloka-varttika, on siitra 2, §loka 270—273.

I-2
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former can be known only by Vedic injunctions; and it is only with
regard to this knowledge that the dharma is dependent on the
Vedas!. Doing an injury to one’s enemy may immediately give one
happiness, but by its nature it is bound to produce unhappiness in
the future, since it is prohibited by the Vedic injunctions. [But
injury to the life of animals in the performance of sacrifices does
not produce any sin, and must be regarded as being included
within dharma.]

On the other hand, there are actions performed with the motive
of injuring one’s enemies, which are not commanded by the Vedas,
but the methods of whose performance are described in the Vedas
only in the case of those who are actuated by such bad motives:
these actions alone are called adharma. Thus not all injury to life
is regarded as sinful, but only such as is prohibited by the Vedas:
whereas those injuries that are recommended by the Vedas are not
to be regarded as sin (adharma) but as virtue (dharma). By nature
there are certain powers abiding in certain substances, actions or
qualities which make them sinful or virtuous, but which are sinful
and which can only be known by the dictates of the scripturesZ.
Dharma and adharma are thus objective characters of things,
actions, etc., the nature of which is only revealed by the scriptures.
It has already been noted above that Prabhakara gave an
entirely different meaning of dharma. With him dharma means
the transcendental product (apitrva) of the performance of
Vedic rituals which remains in existence long after the action is
completed and produces the proper good and bad effects at the
proper time3,

The smyti literature is supposed to have the Vedas as its sources,
and therefore it is to be regarded as authoritative; even when its
contents cannot be traced in the Vedas it is inferred that such Vedic

1 dravya-kriya-gunadinam dharmatvam sthapayisyate
tesam aindriyakatve’ pi na tadrapyena dharmatd
Sreyah-sddhanatd hy esam nityam vedat pratiyate
tadriipyena ca dharmatvam tasman nendriya-gocarah.

Sloka-varttika, sitra 2. 13, 14.
dharmadharmarthibhir nityam mrgyau vidhi-nisedhakau
kvacid asya misiddhatvac chaktih $dstrena bodhitd. ..
vidyamand hi kathyante saktayo dravya-karmanam
tad eva cedam karmeti sastram evanudhavatd.
Ibid. 249, 251.

3 na hi jyotistomddi-yagasyapi dharmatvam asti, apiarvasya dharmatvd-
bhyupagamat. Sastra-dipika, p. 33, Bombay, 1913,
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texts must have existed!. It is only when the smrii is directly
contradicted by the Vedas in any particular injunction or statement
of fact that the former is to be regarded as invalid. The smrti works
are therefore generally regarded as a continuation of the Vedas,
though as a matter of fact the smy#; works, written at different times
at a later age, introduce many new concepts and many new ideals;
in some of the smytis, however, the teachings of the Pur@nas and
Smytis are regarded as possessing a lower status than those of the
Vedas?. On the relation of the Smrtis and the Vedas there are at
least two different views. The first view is that, if the Smytis come
into conflict with the Vedas, then the smyt texts should be so in-
terpreted as to agree with the purport of the Vedic texts; and, if that
is not possible, then the smy#i texts should be regarded as invalid.
Others hold that the conflicting smrt: text should be regarded as
invalid. Mitra Miéra, commenting on the above two views of the
Savara and Bhatta schools, says that, on the first view, it may be
suspected that the author of the conflicting smy# texts is not free
from errors, and as such even those non-conflicting smyti texts
which cannot be traced in the Vedas may be doubted as erroneous.
On the second view, however, smrti is regarded as valid, since no
one can guarantee that the non-conflicting texts which are not
traceable to the Vedas are really non-existent in the Vedas. Even
in the case of irreconcilably conflicting texts, the smyti directions,
though in conflict with the Vedic ones, may be regarded as
optionally valid®. The Vedic idea of dharma excludes from its
concept all that can be known to be beneficial, to the performer or
to others, through experience or observation; it restricts itself
wholly to those ritualistic actions, the good effects of which cannot
be known by experience, but can only be known through Vedic
commands*. Thus the digging of wells, etc., is directly known by
experience to be of public good (paropakdraya) and therefore is
not dharma. 'Thus nothing that is drstartha, i.e. no action, the

1 virodhe tvanapeksyam syad asati hyanumanam. Mimamsa-satra, 1. 3. 3.

2 atah sa paramo dharmo yo vedad avagamyate

avarah sa tu viffieyo yah puranadisu smrtah
tatha ca vaidiko dharmo mukhya utkrstatvat, smartah anukalpah apakrstatvat.
Vyasa-smrti as quoted in Viramitrodaya-paribhdsaprakasa, p. 29.
3 See Viramitrodaya, Vol. 1, pp. 28, 29.
4 tathd pratyupasthita-niyamanam dcarinam drstarthatoad eva pramanyam...

prapds taddagani ca paropakdraya na dharmaya ity evd’vagamyate.
Sabara-bhasya on Mimamsa-siitra, 1. 3. 2.
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beneficial effects of which may be known through experience, can
be called dharma. The Angirah smrii echoes this idea when it says
that, excepting efforts for attaining self-knowledge, whatever one
does out of his own personal desire or wish is like child’s play and
unnecessary 1.

Many of the important Smrtis however seem to extend the limits
of the concept of dharma much further than the pure Vedic com-
mands. As Manu’s work is based entirely on the purport of the
Vedas, he is regarded as the greatest of all smr#; writers; whatever
smyrti is in conflict with Manu’s writings is invalid2. Manu defines
dharma as that which is always followed by the learned who are
devoid of attachment and antipathy, and that to which the heart
assents®. In another place Manu says that dharma is of four kinds;
the observance of the Vedic injunctions, of the injunctions of smy#i,
the following of the customary practices of good people, and the
performance of such actions as may produce mental satisfaction
(atmanas tustih) to the performer4. But the commentators are very
unwilling to admit any such extension of the content and meaning
of dharma. Thus Medhatithi (gth century), one of the oldest com-
mentators, remarks that dharma as following the Vedic injunctions
is beginningless; only the Vedic scholars can be said to know
dharma, and it is impossible that there should be other sources from
which the nature of dharma could be known. Other customs and
habits and disciplines of life which pass as religious practices are
introduced by ignorant persons of bad character (markha-duhsila-
purusa-pravarttitah): they remain in fashion for a time and then
die out. Such religious practices are often adopted out of greed
(lobhdn mantra-tantradisu pravarttate)®. The wise and the good are

1 svabhipraya-krtam karma yatkimcij jfiana-varjitam
krida-karmeva balanam tat-sarvam nis-prayojanam.
Viramitrodaya-paribhasaprakasa, p. 11.
2 vedarthopanibandhrtvat pradhanyam hi h smrtam
manvartha-viparitd tu ya smytih sa na prasasyate.
Brhaspati quoted in Viramitrodaya, ibid. p. 27.
3 vidvadbhih sevitah sadbhir nityam advesa-ragibhih
hrdayenabhyanujfiato yo dharmas tam mbodhata.
Manu-samhita, 11. 1.
4 vedo’khilo dharma-mitlam smyti-sile ca tadvidam
acaras caiva sadhiindm atmanas tustir eva ca. Ibid. 11. 6.
5 Medhatithi says that such practices as those of besmearing the body with
ashes, carrying human skulls, going about naked or wearing yellow robes, are
adopted by worthless people as a means of living. JIbid. 11. 1.
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only those who know the injunctions of the Vedas, who carry them
into practice out of reverence for the law, and who are not led
astray into following non-Vedic practices out of greed or antipathy
to others. And, though a man might be tempted in his mind to
perform many actions for his sense-gratification, real contentment
of the heart can come only through the performance of Vedic
deeds®. Consistently with his own mode of interpretation
Medhatithi discards not only the Buddhists and the Jains as being
outside the true Vedic dharma, but also the followers of Paficaratra
(i.e. the Bhagavatas) and the Pasupatas as well, who believed in the
authority of the authors of these systems and in the greatness of
particular gods of their own choice. He held that their teachings
are directly contrary to the mandates of the Vedas: and as an
illustration he points out that the Bhagavatas considered all kinds
of injury to living beings to be sinful, which directly contradicts the
Vedic injunction to sacrifice animals at particular sacrifices. Injury
to living beings is not in itself sinful: only such injury is sinful as is
prohibited by the Vedic injunctions. So the customs and practices
of all systems of religion which are not based on the teachings of the
Vedas are to be discarded as not conforming to dharma. In in-
terpreting the phrase smyti-Sile ca tad-vidam, Medhitithi says that
the word s7la (which is ordinarily translated as ““character”) is to
be taken here to mean that concentration which enables the mind
to remember the right purports of the Vedic injunctions?. By
customary duties (@cara) Medhatithi means only such duties as are
currently practised by those who strictly follow the Vedic duties,
but regarding which no Vedic or smyrti texts are available. He
supposes that minor auspices and other rituals which are ordinarily

1 In interpreting the meaning of the word hrdaya (heart) in the phrase
hrdayena abhyanujiiata Medhatithi says that the word hrdaya may mean “mind”
(manas, antar-hrdaya-varttini buddhyadi-tattvani); on this supposition he would
hold that contentment of mind could only come through following, the Vedic
courses of duties. But, dissatisfied apparently with this meaning, he thinks that
hrdaya might also mean the memorized content of the Vedas (hydayam vedah, sa
hy adhito bhavana-ripena hrdaya-sthito hrdayam). This seems to mean that a
Vedic scholar is instinctively, as it were, led to actions which are virtuous,
because in choosing his course of conduct he is unconsciously guided by his
Vedic studies. A man may be prompted to action by his own inclination, by the
example of great men, or by the commands of the Vedas; but in whichever way
he may be so prompted, if his actions are to conform to dharma, they must
ultimately conform to Vedic courses of duties.

2 samadhih Silam ucyate...yac cetaso’nya-visaya-vydksepa-pariharena $astra-
rtha-niripana-pravanata tac chilam ucyate. Medhatithi’s commentary, 11. 6.
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performed by the people of the Vedic circle have also ultimately
originated from the Vedic injunctions. Similarly it is only the
feeling of self-contentment of those persons who are habituated to
work in accordance with the Vedas that can be regarded as indi-
cating the path of dharma. It simply means that the instinctive
inclination of the true adherents of the Vedas may be relied on
as indicating that those actions to which their minds are inclined
must be consistent with the Vedic injunctions, and must therefore
conform to dharma. Other commentators however take a more
liberal view of the meaning of the words sila, @tmanas tusti and
hrdayena abhyanujiiata. Thus Govindaraja explains the last phrase
as meaning “absence of doubt” (antah-karana-cikitsa-sinya), and
Narayana goes so far as to say that, unless the heart approves of the
action, it cannot be right: Raméananda says that, when there is any
doubt regarding two conflicting texts, one should act in a way that
satisfies his own mind. The word s§ila has been interpreted as
“character” (vrtta or caritra) by Ramananda in his Manvartha-
candrik@ and as dissociation of attachment and antipathy by
Govindaraja: Kullika takes it according to Harita’s definition of
sila as involving the qualities of non-injury to others, absence of
jealousy, mildness, friendliness, gratefulness, mercy, peace, etc.
Self-satisfaction can in practice discern the nature of dharma, but
only when there are no specified texts to determine it. Thus, though
the other later commentators are slightly more liberal than Med-
hitithi, they all seem to interpret the slight concession that Manu
had seemed to make to right character and self-contentment or
conscience as constituent elements of dharma, more or less on
Medhatithi’s line, as meaning nothing more than loyalty to
scriptural injunctions.

It has been pointed out that Medhatithi definitely ruled out the
Paficaratra and the Pasupata systems as heretical and therefore
invalid for inculcating the nature of dharma. But in later times
these too came to be regarded as Vedic schools and therefore their
instructions also were regarded as so authoritative that they could
not be challenged on rational grounds?®.

1 Thus Yogi-ydjfiavalkya says: Samkhyam yogah pafica-ratram vedah
pasupatam tatha ati-pramandanyetani hetubhir na virodhayet, quoted in Vira-
mitrodaya, p. 20, but not found in the printed text, Bombay. This Yogi-ydjfia-
valkya is a work on yoga and the other a work on smyti, and it is the former text
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It is however a relief to find that in some of the later Smyrtis the
notion of dharma was extended to morality in general and to some
of the cardinal virtues. Thus Brhaspati counts kindness (dayd,
meaning a feeling of duty to save a friend or foe from troubles),
patience (ksama, meaning fortitude in all kinds of difficulty), the
qualities of appreciating others’ virtues and absence of elation at
others’ faults (anasiiya), purity (Sauca, meaning avoidance of vices,
association with the good and strict adherence to one’s caste duties),
avoidance of vigorous asceticism (samnydsa), performance of
approved actions and avoidance of disapproved ones (margala),
regular charity even from small resources (akdrpanya), contentment
with what little one may have and want of jealousy at others’
prosperity (asprha), as constituting the universal dharma for alll.
Visnu counts patience (ksamd), truthfulness for the good of all
beings (satya), mind-control (dama), purity (Sauca as defined above),
making of gifts (dana), sense-control (indriya-samyama), non-
injury (ahimsd), proper attendance to teachers (guru-susriisa),
pilgrimage, kindness (daya), straightforwardness (drjava), want of
covetousness, adoration of gods and Brahmins, as constituting
universal dharma. Devala considers purity (Sauca), gifts (dana),
asceticism of the body (zapas), faith (sraddha), attendance to
teachers (guru-seva), patience (ksama), mercifulness in the sense of
pity for others’ sufferings, showing friendliness as if these were
one’s own (daya), acquirement of knowledge, Vedic or non-Vedic
(vijfiana), mind-control and body-control (vinaya), truthfulness
(satya), as constituting the totality of all dharmas (dharma-
samuccaya). Yajiavalkya speaks of ahimsd, satya, asteya (avoid-
ance of stealing), Sauca, indriya-nigraha (sense-control), dana,
dama, daya, and ksanti as constituting universal dharma for all,
The Mahabharata counts truthfulness (satya), steadiness in one’s
caste duties (tapas as sva-dharma-vartitva), purity (Sauca), con-

that has been printed. The present writer has no knowledge whether the latter
text has been published anywhere.
Visnudharmottara also speaks of Paficaritra and Padupata as means of
enquiry into Brahman:
samkhyam yogah paficaratram vedah pasupatam
tatha krtanta-paficakam viddhi brahmanah parimargane. Ibid. p. 22.
But Mitra Misra on the same page distinguishes between Pasupata as a Vedic
dgama and as a non-Vedic dgama. Similarly there was a Vedic and non-Vedic
Paficaratra too. Ibid. p. 23.
1 Ibid. pp. 32—4.
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tentment, meaning sex-restriction to one’s own wife and also
cessation from sense-attractions (visaya-tyaga), shame at the com-
mission of evil deeds (A7), patience as capacity in bearing hardships
(ksama), evenness of mind (@rjava), philosophic knowledge of
reality (jAiana), peace of mind (Sama as citta-prasantata), desire to
do good to others (daya), meditation, meaning withdrawal of the
mind from all sense objects (dhyana as mirvisaya), as universal
dharmas. Yajiiavalkya says that the highest of all dharmas is self-
knowledge through yoga.

These universal dharmas are to be distinguished from the special
dharmas of the different castes, of the different stages of life
(asrama), or under different conditions. We have thus three stages
in the development of the concept of dharma, i.e. dharma as the
duty of following the Vedic injunctions, dharma as moral virtues
of non-injury, truthfulness, self-control etc., dharma as self-
knowledge through yoga.

But the Bhagavata presents a new aspect of the notion of dharma.
Dharma according to the Bhdgavata consists in the worship of God
without any ulterior motive—a worship performed with a perfect
sincerity of heart by men who are kindly disposed towards all, and
who have freed themselves from all feelings of jealousy. This
worship involves the knowledge of the absolute, as a natural conse-
quence of the realization of the worshipfulness of the spirit, and
naturally leads to supreme blissl. The passage under discussion
does not directly refer to the worship of God as a characteristic of
the definition of dharma as interpreted by Sridhara2 The dharma
consists of absolute sincerity—absolute cessation of the spirit from
all motives, pretensions and extraneous associations of every
description: and it is assumed that, when the spirit is freed from all
such extraneous impurities, the natural condition of the spirit is its
natural dharma. This dharma is therefore not a thing that is to be
attained or achieved as an external acquirement, but it is man’s
own nature, which manifests itself as soon as the impurities are
removed. The fundamental condition of dharma is not therefore
something positive but negative, consisting of the dissociation
(projjhita) of extraneous elements (kitava). For, as soon as the
extraneous elements are wiped out, the spirit shows itself in its own

1 Bhagavata-purana, 1. 1. 2, interpreted according to Sridhara’s exposition.
2 komalam isvararadhana-laksano dharmo nirapyate. Sridhara’s comment on
the above passage.
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