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Abstract: Dharma, a fundamental principle in Indian philosophy, embodies duty, righteousness, and 

cosmic order. However, its interpretation is fluid, shaped by individual roles, circumstances, and ethical 

dilemmas. The Mahabharata and Bhagavad Gita illustrate these complexities through characters facing 

conflicting obligations. Ajana’s moral crisis in the Kurukshetra war highlights the tension between 

Svadharma (personal duty) and Santana Dharma (universal righteousness). Krishna’s teachings 

emphasize Nish Kama Karma (selfless action) and Lokasangraha (the greater good), asserting that 

dharma is dynamic and requires wisdom over rigid rule-following. Throughout the epic, figures like 

Bhishma and Karma struggle with duty versus righteousness, showing that dharma often involves moral 

ambiguity. Krishna’s ultimate lesson—“Sarva-dharman parityajya mam ekam sharanam raja” 

(abandon all dharma’s and surrender to the divine)—suggests that true dharma transcends rigid roles 

and is rooted in selfless devotion. This study explores how dharma operates in conflicting situations, 

requiring ethical discernment rather than absolute rules. The complexities of dharma in the 

Mahabharata remain relevant today, offering insights into ethical decision-making, leadership, and 

justice in a constantly evolving world. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Dharma is one of the most profound and intricate concepts in Indian philosophy, encompassing duty, 

righteousness, moral law, and cosmic order. The complexity of dharma arises from its relative and situational 

nature. What may be considered dharma for one person might not hold the same meaning for another, 

depending on factors such as caste (Varna), stage of life (ashram), and personal circumstances? For instance, 

the dharma of a warrior differs vastly from that of a teacher or a householder. Moreover, dharma evolves with 

time, demanding flexibility and discernment rather than rigid adherence to rules. As society transforms, so do 

the interpretations of what constitutes right action. Thus, understanding dharma requires not just intellectual 

grasp but also introspection and ethical sensitivity to navigate its layers. Rooted in Hinduism, Buddhism, 

Jainism, and Sikhism, dharma is not a rigid code but a dynamic principle that adapts to time, place, and 

circumstances. The Mahabharata and Bhagavad Gita serve as primary sources that explore the nuances and 

conflicts of dharma, demonstrating how individuals must navigate ethical dilemmas with wisdom and 

discernment. This paper examines the complexities of dharma, its multiple dimensions, and its relevance in 

ethical decision-making. 

2. DEFINING DHARM: A MULTIFACETED CONCEPT 

Dharma is derived from the Sanskrit root “dhr”, meaning “to uphold” or “to sustain.” It represents the order that 

maintains balance in the universe, society, and individual life. However, its definition varies across different 

traditions and contexts: Santana Dharma: Eternal, universal principles such as truth, non-violence, and justice. 

Svadharma: Individual duty based on one’s role in society (Varna) and stage of life (ashram). Raja Dharma: 

Duty of kings and rulers to uphold justice and protect their people pad Dharma: Exceptional rules in times of 

crisis, where conventional dharma may not apply. This diversity in meaning highlights dharma’s complexity, as 

it requires situational interpretation rather than strict adherence to fixed rules. 
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3. DHARMA IN THE MAHABHARATA: ETHICAL DILEMMAS AND 

CONTRADICTIONS 

The Mahabharata is a rich narrative filled with conflicts where dharma is questioned, redefined, and even 

compromised. Some key examples include: Aruba’s Dilemma: In the Bhagavad Gita, Arjuna faces a conflict 

between his Kshatriya dharma (duty as a warrior) and his personal morality. Krishna advises him to perform his 

duty selflessly, introducing the concept of Nish Kama Karma (action without attachment to results).Bhīma’s 

Oath: Bhīma upholds his vow of celibacy and loyalty to the throne, even when it leads to injustice. His rigid 

adherence to dharma ironically contributes to the downfall of the Kuru dynasty. Draupadi’s disrobing: The 

silence of elders like Bhīma and Drone during Draupadi’s humiliation raises questions about whether obedience 

to authority can override basic righteousness. Karma’s Loyalty vs. Righteousness: Karma chooses personal 

loyalty to Duryodhana over fighting for justice, demonstrating how conflicting obligations comp locates 

dharma. These examples show that dharma is not always clear-cut, and moral choices often involve trade-offs. 

4. KRISHNA’S TEACHINGS IN THE BHAGAVAD GITA: A HIGHER 

UNDERSTANDING OF DHARMA 

Krishna redefines dharma in the Bhagavad Gita, shifting it from a duty bound by external Roles to an internal 

realization of righteousness. His key teachings include: Nish Kama Karma: Acting without selfish desires 

ensures one follows dharma without personal bias.Lokasangraha: The welfare of society is more important than 

individual concerns, requiring adaptability in dharma. Transcending All Dharma’s: Krishna’s ultimate message, 

“Sarva-dharman parityajya mam ekam sharanam vraja” (Abandon all dharma’s and surrender to me), suggests 

that ultimate righteousness lies in surrendering to divine wisdom rather than rigid rule-following. This 

philosophical perspective elevates dharma beyond societal roles, making it a path to spiritual liberation 

(moksha). 

5. THE DYNAMIC NATURE OF DHARMA: CONTEXT MATTERS 

Dharma is not absolute but relative to: Time (Yuga Dharma): The moral standards of different ages (Satya 

Yuga, Treta Yuga, Dvapara Yuga, Kali Yuga) evolve over time. Circumstances (Apad Dharma): In times of 

crisis, traditional rules may be suspended in favor of practicality. Intent (Brava): The motivation behind an 

action determines its righteousness. Even seemingly wrong actions (like Krishna breaking war rules) may serve 

a higher dharma. This flexibility allows dharma to remain relevant across different situations. 

6. MODERN RELEVANCE OF DHARMA 

The teachings of the Mahabharata and Bhagavad Gita continue to offer ethical insights in modern contexts: 

Leadership and Justice: Like Raja    Dharma, today’s leaders must balance duty, ethics, and the welfare of 

people. Work Ethics: Nish Kama Karma aligns with modern ideas of selfless service and professional integrity. 

Social Responsibilities: Dharma encourages individuals to act in ways that benefit society rather than just 

personal gain. The challenges of dharma in ancient texts mirror contemporary ethical dilemmas, proving its 

timeless relevance. 

7. CONCLUSION 

Dharma is a complex, evolving principle that cannot be reduced to a single definition. The Mahabharata and 

Bhagavad Gita illustrate that dharma is situational, requiring wisdom, flexibility, and ethical discernment. 

Krishna’s teachings emphasize that true dharma transcends societal roles and is ultimately a path to spiritual 

truth. Understanding these complexities allows for deeper moral reflection, guiding individuals toward 

righteousness in both ancient and modern contexts. 
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