
Article ID: CHI-2026-0008

RESEARCH ARTICLE

The Act of Truth: Satya, Karma and Geography in Two
Mahābhārata duḥkha-śamana-upākhyāna
Lata Mishra
Professor, Dept. of English, Govt. Kamla Raja Girls Post Graduate Autonomous College, Gwalior, Madhya Pradesh, India
Editorial queries: admin@chirantanjournal.in
ORCID: Lata Mishra 0009-0006-2008-5146

Received: 19 August 2026 · Accepted: 06 September 2026

ABSTRACT

This paper examines the Nalopākhyāna and the Sāvitryupākhyāna, two important upākhyānas included in the Vana
Parva of the Mahābhārata. The first tells the story of Nala and Damayantī, while the second tells the story of Sāvitrī
and Satyavān. These stories are often read mainly as romantic narratives about devoted wives, separation, suffering
and reunion. This paper argues that such a reading is incomplete. Within the larger structure of the Mahābhārata,
both stories serve a clear didactic purpose. They are told to Yudhiṣṭhira during a period of crisis and are intended to
teach him about dharma, suffering, truth, patience and the possibility of recovery. The central argument of this paper
is that satya or truth, functions in both stories not simply as a moral virtue but as an active and powerful force. It
becomes a means through which apparently impossible situations are changed. Damayantī's fourfold truth-oath at
her  svayaṃvara  causes  the  disguised  gods  to  reveal  their  true  forms  and  allows  her  to  identify  Nala.  Sāvitrī's
sustained and truthful conversation with Yama gradually leads to the restoration of her husband Satyavān's life. In
both cases, truth is expressed through speech and is closely connected with the women's fidelity and commitment to
dharma. The paper places these episodes within the wider Indian tradition of the satyakriyā or “Act of Truth,” in
which a person states a truth about his or her own conduct and the truth itself produces an effect in the world. The
paper does not attempt to settle the larger historical question of the origin of the satyakriyā tradition. Instead, it uses
the concept as a useful framework for understanding the particular role of truthful speech in the two Mahābhārata
stories. The paper also examines the relationship between satya, karma and daiva or fate. The two stories present
suffering as something that may arise from past actions, human mistakes or forces beyond individual control. Yet
they also show that such forces do not completely determine the final outcome. The paper further argues that these
philosophical ideas are not presented in a completely imaginary or placeless world. Both stories are connected with
named kingdoms and regions such as Vidarbha, Nishadha, Ayodhyā, Cedi, Madra and Śālva. Although the precise
identification of some ancient places remains uncertain, these geographical references suggest that the stories were
understood within  a  recognizable  cultural  and territorial  world.  Geography,  therefore  strengthens  their  didactic
function by presenting philosophical lessons through stories situated in a familiar, though often distant, landscape.
The paper concludes that the Mahābhārata teaches dharma not only through direct statements but also through
narrative examples.  Damayantī  and Sāvitrī  stories,  therefore,  suggest  that  suffering may be caused by karma or
daiva, but truthful and righteous action can still shape its outcome.
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1. Introduction
The Vana Parva of the Mahābhārata occupies an unusual position in the larger structure of the epic. It follows

the disastrous game of dice in which Yudhiṣṭhira loses his kingdom and leads into the eventual war at Kurukṣetra
(the site of the epic's climactic battle). The Pāṇḍavas (the five sons of King Pāṇḍu, the epic's protagonists) spend
twelve years in the forest during this period of exile. From the point of view of the main plot, these years may
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appear to be a period of waiting between two major events: the loss of the kingdom and the final war. Yet the Vana
Parva is far from being a simple narrative pause. It contains many stories, discussions, teachings, philosophical
reflections and examples of human conduct. Some of the most famous stories in the Mahābhārata occur within
this  part  of  the  epic.  Among  them  are  the  Nalopākhyāna,  the  story  of  Nala  and  Damayantī  and  the
Sāvitryupākhyāna,  the  story  of  Sāvitrī  and  Satyavān.  Both  stories  have  remained  popular  because  of  their
powerful emotional and romantic elements. They tell of love, marriage, separation, suffering, fidelity and reunion.
They are  also  traditionally  remembered as  stories  of  the ideal  devoted wife.  However,  to  read them only  as
romantic  narratives  is  to  overlook their  position within  the  larger  epic.  Both  stories  are  deliberately  told  to
Yudhiṣṭhira, who is himself undergoing a period of great suffering. Their placement is, therefore important. They
are selected because they speak directly to the emotional and moral problems of the listener.

The sage Bṛhadaśva tells Yudhiṣṭhira, the story of Nala after Yudhiṣṭhira has lost his kingdom through the
game  of  dice.  Nala  is  a  virtuous  king  who  is  also  ruined  through  gambling.  His  story,  therefore,  resembles
Yudhiṣṭhira's own experience. Nala loses his kingdom, suffers separation from his wife, wanders in the forest and
undergoes humiliation. Yet he eventually learns from his experience, recovers his identity, regains his kingdom
and is reunited with Damayantī. The story therefore provides a form of solace. It does not tell Yudhiṣṭhira that a
virtuous person will never suffer. Instead, it tells him something more realistic: even a good person can suffer
greatly, but suffering does not necessarily become the final condition of life. The Sāvitrī story has a somewhat
different  purpose.  It  is  told  by  the  sage  Mārkaṇḍeya  when  Yudhiṣṭhira  is  concerned  about  the  suffering  of
Draupadī.  Sāvitrī  becomes a model for understanding the strength of  a woman who remains steadfast  when
confronted by an apparently unavoidable fate. She knows that Satyavān is destined to die, but she chooses him as
her husband. When the predicted day arrives, she does not simply accept the loss passively. She follows Yama,
speaks to him with intelligence and respect and gradually persuades him through her knowledge of dharma and
her truthful speech. The two stories therefore present two women whose power is expressed in a distinctive way.

This paper focuses especially on the concept of satya or truth. It argues that truth in these stories is not simply
an abstract moral quality. It functions as a causal force. In other words, truthful speech produces consequences in
the world of the story. Damayantī uses a truthful oath to solve the problem created by the gods' disguise. Sāvitrī
uses truthful and wise speech to engage with Yama. In both cases, the heroine's words do something. They change
the situation. This understanding connects the two stories with the broader Indian philosophical concept of the
satyakriyā or "Act of Truth." In this tradition, a person states something that is true about his or her conduct or
moral condition and because the statement is true, the utterance itself produces an effect. Truth is, therefore, not
merely something one believes; it is something that can become active through speech. The paper also examines
satya in relation to karma and daiva or fate. At first, these ideas may appear to conflict. Karma and fate suggest
that suffering is caused by forces that may already exist before the present moment. Satya, on the other hand,
suggests that present truthful conduct can change circumstances. The two stories do not completely resolve this
philosophical tension. Instead, they dramatize it. Nala's story shows how a mistake and past causes can open the
way for suffering. Sāvitrī's story presents an even stronger form of fate because Satyavān's death is predicted
before Sāvitrī marries him. Yet both stories show that fate does not make human conduct meaningless.

The paper therefore proposes that the relationship between the three concepts can be understood in this way:
Karma and daiva help explain why suffering occurs, while satya provides a powerful way of responding to that
suffering.

A further concern of this paper is geography. The stories are connected with named kingdoms and regions. The
Nala story refers to Vidarbha, Nishadha, Ayodhyā and Cedi, while the Sāvitrī story is connected with Madra and
Śālva. These names place the stories within a recognizable cultural geography. The exact modern identification of
some places is uncertain, especially Nishadha and Śālva. Nevertheless, the geographical references are significant.
They suggest that these stories were not imagined simply as placeless myths. They were associated with kingdoms
and regions that formed part of the traditional geographical imagination of ancient India. The paper therefore
brings together three elements that are often studied separately: satya, karma/daiva and geography. It argues that
the combination of these elements helps us understand how the Mahābhārata teaches dharma through narrative.
The paper proceeds in six major sections. Section 2 examines the narrative frame and the didactic purpose of the
two stories. Section 3 provides a close comparison of the ways in which Damayantī and Sāvitrī use truth. Section 4
considers  karma  and  fate  as  explanatory  frameworks  that  operate  alongside  satya.  Section  5  examines  the
geographical  settings  of  the  two stories.  Section  6  brings  these  arguments  together  and considers  the  larger
significance of the two heroines as agents of truth and dharma.
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2. Narrative Frame and Didactic Purpose
Neither  the  Nalopākhyāna  nor  the  Sāvitryupākhyāna  is  presented  by  the  Mahābhārata  simply  as

entertainment. Both stories appear within a clear narrative situation. Yudhiṣṭhira is suffering and a sage tells him
a story  that  is  expected  to  help  him understand and endure  his  situation.  The  stories  therefore  function  as
duḥkha-tatva-kathā (discourses on the nature of suffering). Their purpose is not only to entertain the listener but
also  to  educate  him morally  and emotionally.  They show that  suffering  is  part  of  human life  and that  even
virtuous people may experience loss, humiliation, separation and uncertainty. At the same time, they demonstrate
that suffering does not necessarily destroy the possibility of recovery.

2.1 Bṛhadaśva and the Logic of Cautionary Parallel
The Nalopākhyāna is narrated by Bṛhadaśva when Yudhiṣṭhira is  overwhelmed by grief and self-reproach

because  he  has  lost  his  kingdom in  the  game of  dice.  Bṛhadaśva's  choice  of  story  is  clearly  connected  with
Yudhiṣṭhira's condition. Nala, like Yudhiṣṭhira, is a good and respected king. Yet he becomes involved in gambling
and loses his kingdom. His downfall is also connected with Kali, the personification of the fourth and morally
declining age. Kali is able to enter Nala's life after Nala commits a ritual mistake. This detail gives the story a more
complex understanding of responsibility. Nala's suffering is not presented as the result of simple wickedness. At
the  same  time,  he  is  not  completely  free  from  responsibility.  His  negligence  creates  an  opportunity  for  a
destructive force to act upon him. This is important for Yudhiṣṭhira. The lesson is not: "A good person cannot
suffer." Instead, the lesson is: "A good person can make a serious mistake, suffer greatly and still recover." Nala
acquires new knowledge, changes himself and eventually regains both his kingdom and his wife. The story, thus
provides Yudhiṣṭhira with a cautionary parallel. His own suffering is real and his own mistake is serious, but
neither  has  to  define the  whole  of  his  future.  The  śoka-upaśama (alleviation  of  grief)  is  therefore  based on
experience rather than empty reassurance: This has happened to another virtuous king and that king eventually
recovered.

2.2 Mārkaṇḍeya and the Logic of -assurance (āśvāsana)-by-Precedent
The Sāvitryupākhyāna works in a different way. Mārkaṇḍeya tells Yudhiṣṭhira the story of Sāvitrī in response

to his concern about the suffering of Draupadī. Yudhisthira asks the sage in Mahābhārata (3.277.2–4):
नात्मानमनुशोचा�म नेमान्भ्रातॄन्महामुने । हरणं चा�पि राज्यस्य यथेमां दु्रपिदात्मजाम् ॥ २ ॥ दू्यते दुरात्म�भिः ��क्लिष्टाः कृष्णया ता�रता वयम् । जयद्रथेन च पुिनवर्वनादपिहृता

बक्लिात् ॥ ३ ॥ अ�स्त सीम�न्तनी का�चद्दषृ्टपूिवार्वथ वा शु्रता । पि�तव्रता महाभिागा यथेयं दु्रपिदात्मजा ॥ ४ ॥
"'O mighty sage, I do not so much grieve for myself or these my brothers or the loss of my kingdom as I do for

this daughter of Drupada. When we were afflicted at the game of the dice by those wicked-souled ones, it was
Krishna that delivered us. And she was forcibly carried off from the forest by Jayadratha. Hast thou even seen or
heard of any chaste and exalted lady that resembleth this daughter of Drupada?'" (3.277.2–4)

Mārkaṇḍeya's response is not an argument but a narrative, and the shift is deliberate. Yudhiṣṭhira has asked a
comparative question (Mahābhārata 3.277.2–4). The sage answers by reframing comparison as exemplarity:

शृणु राजन्कुक्लिस्त्रीणां महाभिाग्यं यु�धि�ष्ठिर । सवर्वमेतद्यथा प्राप्तं सा�वत्र्या राजकन्यया ॥
Listen, O king, how the exalted merit of chaste ladies, O Yudhishthira, was completely obtained by a princess

named Savitri. (3.277.2–4)
The generalizing genitive kulastrīṇāṃ mahābhāgyam does the work here. Rather than measuring Draupadī

against a rival, Mārkaṇḍeya widens the frame to a class of which Sāvitrī is the demonstrated instance, so that the
answer to "was there one like her" becomes an account of what such a woman is capable of achieving. The story
therefore provides a precedent.  Sāvitrī  is  presented as a woman who remains steadfast  when confronted by
extreme suffering.  Her  situation is  even more  difficult  than ordinary  human misfortune because  she  knows
beforehand that  Satyavān is  destined to  die.  She nevertheless  chooses  him.  When the predicted day arrives,
Sāvitrī remains calm and accompanies him. After Satyavān dies,  she follows Yama and speaks with him. Her
actions show that a woman can become a source of strength and restoration rather than simply a passive sufferer.
This is important in relation to Draupadī. Mārkaṇḍeya's story asks Yudhiṣṭhira to recognize that a woman who
remains faithful, courageous and morally strong can play an active role in the restoration of her family. Thus, the
rhetorical strategy is different from that of the Nala story. Bṛhadaśva's message can be summarized as: "You have
suffered as Nala suffered; therefore, take hope from his recovery." Mārkaṇḍeya's message is closer to: A woman
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like Sāvitrī can become a source of protection and restoration even when circumstances seem impossible. The
Sāvitrī story, therefore asks Yudhiṣṭhira to trust in the strength and virtue of another person.

2.3 A Shared Genre, Different Instructional Strategies
The two stories share an important feature: both involve a devoted wife whose fidelity becomes central to the

resolution of the crisis. The Sāvitrī episode is explicitly associated with the tradition of pativratā-māhātmya or the
glorification of the devoted wife. The Nala story, although it does not have exactly the same formal title, performs
a similar function. Damayantī's fidelity remains central even when Nala has lost his kingdom and identity. This
suggests that the epic tradition understood such stories as more than romantic narratives. They belonged to a
larger category of stories about virtue, fidelity, dharma and the power of the devoted wife. Yet the two stories use
this common framework in different ways. The Nala story teaches through mirrored experience. The Sāvitrī story
teaches through ideal example. The Nala story asks Yudhiṣṭhira to recognize his own mistakes and believe in
recovery. The Sāvitrī story asks him to recognize the power of a woman's fidelity, intelligence and courage. This
difference  becomes  important  when  we  examine  satya.  Damayantī's  truth  appears  as  a  short  and  powerful
invocation.  Sāvitrī's  truth  appears  as  a  long  conversation.  The  different  forms  of  truthful  speech,  therefore,
correspond closely to the different purposes of the stories.

3. The Act of Truth: A Comparative Close Reading

3.1 Truth as Mechanism, Not Ornament
Truth is  one of the most important values in Indian ethical  and religious thought.  It  is,  therefore,  easy to

assume that the truth-statements made by Damayantī and Sāvitrī are simply examples of their moral character.
This paper argues that they do more than that. In both stories, truth is causally important. The heroine does not
simply say something true. Her truthful speech produces an effect. Damayantī's oath leads to the revelation of the
gods'  true  identities.  Sāvitrī's  truthful  speech  leads  to  a  series  of  boons  and ultimately  to  the  restoration  of
Satyavān. The truth therefore becomes part of the mechanism through which the story reaches its resolution. This
is why satya deserves to be treated as more than a background virtue.

3.2 The Satyakriyā Tradition
The  concept  that  provides  a  useful  framework  for  understanding  these  scenes  is  the  satyakriyā,  usually

translated as the "Act of Truth." In a satyakriyā, a person states a truth about his or her own conduct, character or
experience. The truth is not merely spoken for information. Its very truthfulness is believed to have power. The
speaker effectively says:  "Because this  statement about my conduct is  true,  let  a particular result  occur."  The
power does not come simply from asking a deity for help. The speaker's own truth becomes the basis of the action.
This is one of the most interesting features of the tradition. Truth functions almost like stored moral energy. A
person's truthful conduct creates moral strength and truthful speech releases that strength at a moment of crisis.
The concept is found in several Indian literary traditions. Eugene Watson Burlingame's influential study of the
"Act of Truth" examined its role in Hindu and Buddhist narrative traditions.

As a rule the Act of Truth refers to some such fact as that the agent, or the person in whose behalf the Act is
performed, possesses certain good qualities or is free from certain evil qualities; that he has done certain things
he ought to have done, or that he has left undone certain things he ought not to do. For example, reference is
frequently made to the truth of some teaching of the Buddha, or of his religion as a whole; to religious devotion; to
absence of hatred or malice; to the fact that a person has never deliberately injured a living being ;  and, by
women, to the fact of their chastity. But while the person who performs the Act. or the beneficiary thereof, is
generally represented as a paragon of virtue, and the reference is usually to religious truth or good works or
merit, this is not invariably the case. (Burlingame, 432)

W. Norman Brown later studied the concept in relation to Vedic and Hindu thought and emphasized its larger
significance within Indian ideas about truth. He concludes that in Ancient India, truth was defined with "a power
which a person with the right qualification [could] invoke to accomplish wonders or miracles" (Brown 252) This
paper does not attempt to resolve the larger historical debate about where the tradition originated or how it
developed. Instead, it uses the concept in a more limited way. The important point is that both Damayantī and
Sāvitrī make truthful statements about their own conduct and those statements produce consequences within the
narrative. Their truth is therefore performative and effective.
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3.3 Damayantī's Invocation: Truth as Ritual Formula
The svayaṃvara scene of Damayantī presents a problem that cannot be solved through ordinary observation.

Damayantī has already chosen Nala in her heart. But when the gods arrive at the svayaṃvara, four of them take
Nala's appearance. She, therefore, sees five figures who look exactly alike. How can she identify the real Nala? She
cannot simply depend upon appearance. Instead, Damayantī turns to truth.  She makes a series of statements
concerning her fidelity and her relationship with Nala. These statements are arranged in a repeated form and are
directed toward the gods. She calls upon the truth of her own conduct and asks that the gods reveal their true
forms. In the Mahābhārata (3.54.17–51), Damayantī binds the gods by a threefold oath of truth:

हंसानां वचनं शु्रत्वा यथा मे नैषधिो वृतः | पि�तत्वे तेन सत्येन देवास्तं प्र�दशन्तु मे ||१७|| वाचा च मनसा चैव यथा ना�भिचराम्यहम् | तेन सत्येन �वबुधिास्तमेव प्र�दशन्तु
मे ||१८|| यथा देवैः स मे भितार्व �व�हतो �नषधिा�धिपिः | तेन सत्येन मे देवास्तमेव प्र�दशन्तु मे ||१९|| स्वं चैव रूपंि पुिष्यन्तु क्लिोकपिाक्लिाः सहेश्वराः | यथाहम�भिजानीयां
पुिण्यश्लोकं नरा�धिपिम् ||२०||

Since I heard the speech of the swans, I chose the king of the Nishadhas as my lord. For the sake of truth, O, let
the gods reveal him to me. And as in thought or word I have never swerved from him, O, let the gods, for the sake
of that truth, reveal him to me. And as the gods themselves have destined the ruler of the Nishadhas to be my lord,
O, let them, for the sake of that truth, reveal him to me. And as it is for paying homage unto Nala that I have
adopted this vow, for the sake of that truth, O, let the gods reveal him unto me, O, let the exalted guardians of the
worlds assume their own proper forms, so that I may know the righteous king.' (Mahābhārata 3.54.17–51, Ganguli
trans., 1883–1896/2020)

The result is immediate. The gods cease to appear exactly like Nala. Their divine characteristics become visible.
They do not blink, their garlands do not fade and their feet do not touch the earth. Nala alone possesses the signs
of a mortal human being. Damayantī can therefore identify him. The importance of this episode lies in the fact
that she does not solve the problem by superior physical power. She does not fight the gods. She does not threaten
them. She does not use political authority. She uses satya. Her truth becomes a method of discovering reality. The
scene can therefore be understood as an example of the satyakriyā: a truthful statement about the speaker's own
conduct produces a direct change in the situation. The structure of Damayantī's speech is also significant. The
repeated form gives the statement the quality of a ritual formula. The repetition strengthens the force of the
utterance. Her truth is, therefore, not simply private belief. It becomes a public and effective act.

3.4 Sāvitrī's Dialectic: Truth as Sustained Argument
Sāvitrī's use of truth is very different. She does not make one short oath. Instead, she follows Yama and engages

him in an extended conversation. Yama has taken Satyavān's soul because his appointed time has arrived. Sāvitrī
follows him despite the difficulty of the situation. She speaks about dharma, good conduct, friendship, the value of
association with virtuous people and the importance of truthful living. Yama is pleased by her words. He grants
her a series of boons. First,  she asks for the restoration of her father-in-law's eyesight.  Then she asks for the
restoration of his kingdom. She asks for children for her own father. Finally, she asks for a hundred sons for
herself and Satyavān. It is at this point that the logic of her request becomes decisive. If Sāvitrī is to have sons with
Satyavān, Satyavān must be alive. Yama, therefore, realizes that his earlier boons have created a situation in
which Satyavān's life must be restored. This is very different from Damayantī's truth-act. Damayantī's truth is
invocatory. Sāvitrī's truth is dialectical. She does not simply state a truth and wait for a supernatural response. She
builds an argument gradually. Each speech leads to another speech. Each boon leads toward the final result. Her
truth operates through patience, intelligence and careful reasoning. This is especially significant because Yama is
not an ordinary human being. He is the god associated with death and justice. Yet the story allows Sāvitrī to speak
with him and influence his decision. Yama concedes to Sāvitrī that her dharma-laden speech has won his esteem
(Mahābhārata 3.281.72).

यथा यथा भिाष�स धिमर्वसं�हतं मनोऽनुकूकं्लि सुपिदं महाथर्ववत् । तथा तथा मे त्व�य भि��तरुत्तमा वरं वृणीष्वाप्र�तमं सुव्रते ॥ ७२ ॥
"Hearing these words of hers, Yama replied, 'The more thou utterest such speeches that are pregnant with

great import, full of honeyed phrases, instinct with morality and agreeable to mind, the more is the respect that I
feel for thee!"(Mahābhārata 3.281.72, Ganguli trans., 1883–1896/2020)

Death itself  becomes an interlocutor.  The story,  therefore,  makes  a  powerful  claim about  the authority  of
truthful and righteous speech: even a cosmic power such as Yama can respond to it.
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3.5 Comparing the Two Mechanisms
When  the  two  episodes  are  read  together,  they  show  two  different  ways  in  which  truth  can  operate.

Damayantī's truth is: brief, repeated, formulaic, invocatory, connected with fidelity and immediately effective. Her
truth reveals hidden reality. Sāvitrī's truth is: extended, conversational, philosophical, argumentative, patient and
gradually effective. Her truth changes a decision. The two mechanisms are therefore different, but they are based
on the same principle. A person's truthful character gives power to truthful speech. In Damayantī's case, truth
reveals who Nala really is. In Sāvitrī's case, truth changes what happens to Satyavān. The first involves revelation.
The second involves transformation. This distinction is important because it shows that the Mahābhārata does not
present truth as a single mechanical force. It can operate through different forms of speech.

3.6 Why the Difference Matters
The difference between the two truth-acts also fits the different purposes of the two stories. Bṛhadaśva's story

is a cautionary parallel. Nala's life changes suddenly because of gambling, negligence and the influence of Kali.
Damayantī's truth, therefore, appears as a concentrated and decisive act. Mārkaṇḍeya's story is about patience
and hope. Sāvitrī's situation requires endurance over time. Her truthful speech, therefore, unfolds gradually. The
form of truth matches the form of the lesson. Damayantī teaches: Truth can reveal reality and protect fidelity in a
moment of crisis. Sāvitrī teaches: Truth, patience and intelligent action can gradually change even an apparently
impossible situation. The two stories, therefore, demonstrate not only the power of truth but also its flexibility.

3.7 Gendered Agency through Truth
Another important aspect of these stories is the way in which female agency is represented. In many epic

narratives,  male  heroes  exercise  power  through  weapons,  political  authority,  physical  strength,  strategy  or
warfare.  Damayantī  and  Sāvitrī  exercise  a  different  kind  of  power.  Their  authority  comes  through:  truthful
speech,  moral  character,  fidelity,  intelligence,  patience,  courage  and knowledge  of  dharma.  This  makes  them
important examples of female agency. Damayantī is able to confront the gods and identify her husband. Sāvitrī is
able to follow Yama and negotiate with the god of death. Neither woman is simply waiting for a male character to
rescue her. They act. They speak. They make decisions. They influence the course of events. At the same time, this
agency is strongly connected with the ideal of the pativratā, the devoted wife. This creates an interesting tension.
On the one hand, the epic gives these women extraordinary power. On the other hand, that power is presented
through a culturally accepted model of female virtue: fidelity to the husband.

The question is, therefore, whether the Mahābhārata is giving women an alternative and powerful form of
authority or whether it is allowing female power only when it is connected with wifely devotion. The present
paper does not attempt to give a final answer to this question. Instead, it emphasizes that whatever the cultural
limitations  of  the  model,  the  narrative  results  are  remarkable.  Damayantī  achieves  something  that  ordinary
human beings cannot achieve: she identifies the real Nala among gods. Sāvitrī achieves something even more
extraordinary: she persuades Death to restore her husband's life.

4. Karma and Daiva: A Competing and Complementary Framework

4.1 Two Ways of Explaining Suffering
If satya provides a way of understanding how the heroines change their circumstances, karma and daiva help

explain why those difficult circumstances arise. The two frameworks may initially appear to be in conflict. Karma
suggests that actions have consequences. Daiva suggests that certain events may be determined by forces beyond
present human control. Satya, however, suggests that present truthful conduct can have immediate power. The
stories do not simply choose one framework and reject the others. Instead, they place the frameworks together.
The  important  question  becomes:  If  suffering  is  caused  by  karma  or  fate  can  human  conduct  still  make  a
difference? Both stories answer this question in their own ways.

4.2 Nala: Negligence, Possession and Responsibility
Nala's downfall has a complicated cause. The story does not simply say that he loses everything because he is a

bad person. He is generally a virtuous king. His trouble begins with a specific ritual mistake. He approaches a
sacred act without properly completing the required purification. This gives Kali the opportunity to enter him.
Kali then influences Nala and contributes to his destructive gambling. This creates an interesting balance between
personal responsibility and external influence. Nala is not completely responsible for everything that happens.
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But neither is he completely innocent. His negligence creates the opening through which the destructive force
enters. The story therefore avoids two extreme positions. The first would be: Nala suffers because he deserves
everything that happens to him. The second would be: Nala has no responsibility at all; everything is simply fate.
Instead, the story suggests that human conduct can make a person vulnerable to destructive forces. A small act of
negligence  can create  conditions  for  a  much larger  disaster.  This  has  obvious  relevance for  Yudhiṣṭhira.  His
gambling has also created a catastrophe that he did not fully anticipate. The story, therefore, teaches responsibility
without denying the role of forces larger than the individual.

4.3 Damayantī and the Problem of Unexplained Suffering
Damayantī's experience creates another problem. She suffers even though she has not committed the same

kind of mistake as Nala. She loses her husband, wanders through the forest, encounters danger and experiences
repeated  misfortune.  At  one  point,  she  wonders  whether  she  has  committed  some  sin  that  has  caused  her
suffering. But she cannot identify a clear wrong. This is an important moment in the story because it does not give
an easy answer to the question of why good people suffer. Damayantī cannot simply say: "I suffer because I did
something wrong." Nor can she confidently say: "There is no reason for my suffering." The possibility of past
karma remains. Perhaps suffering is connected with actions from an earlier life that she cannot remember. But
the story does not make this explanation completely certain.  This uncertainty is  philosophically important.  It
recognizes that human beings cannot always know why suffering occurs. What Damayantī can control, however,
is her own conduct. She continues to act with fidelity and courage. Thus the story moves from the question: "Why
am I suffering?" to the more practical question: "How should I behave while I am suffering?" The answer is satya
and dharma.

4.4 Sāvitrī: Fate as a Fixed Decree
The Sāvitrī story presents fate in a much stronger form. Satyavān's death is predicted before Sāvitrī marries

him. The sage Nārada tells her that Satyavān will die after one year. Sāvitrī knows this. She nevertheless chooses
him. This means that the story deliberately establishes fate as something apparently fixed. Satyavān's death is not
presented as the result of wrongdoing. He has not committed a crime. He has not made a serious mistake. His
death  is  simply  destined.  The  narrative,  therefore,  creates  a  direct  confrontation between daiva  and human
agency. When the appointed day comes, Yama arrives to take Satyavān's soul. The prophecy appears to be fulfilled
exactly. At this point, Sāvitrī does something very important. She does not deny that Yama has authority. She does
not claim that fate does not exist. She does not attack Yama. Instead, she follows him and speaks to him. This
means that the story does not simply present human freedom as a force that destroys fate. Rather, it presents a
more complex relationship. Sāvitrī accepts the existence of fate but refuses to become passive before it.

4.5 Fate Can Be Addressed
Sāvitrī's  achievement is  therefore not  simply a  victory of  free will  over fate.  She does not  escape fate  by

denying it. She works within the situation created by fate. She addresses Yama, the very figure who administers
death and justice. Her method is dharma and truthful speech. She speaks respectfully. She speaks intelligently. She
speaks patiently. She never abandons her purpose. Yama gradually becomes pleased with her conduct and grants
her  boons.  The  story  therefore  suggests  that  fate  is  powerful  but  not  necessarily  the  final  word.  It  can  be
approached through the moral power of the individual. This is a subtle philosophical position. The story does not
say: "There is no fate." It says something closer to: "Even when fate establishes a crisis, righteous human action
can still influence what follows."

4.6 Synthesizing Satya, Karma and Daiva
The two stories together suggest a useful way of understanding the relationship among the three concepts.

Karma helps  explain  the  consequences  of  actions.  Daiva represents  circumstances  that  appear  to  be  beyond
present human control. Satya represents the moral and active power of truthful conduct in the present. Thus:
Karma may explain the past. Daiva may establish the circumstances. Satya shapes the response. This does not
mean that the Mahābhārata offers a simple philosophical formula. Rather, it dramatizes the tension. Nala's story
shows that a person's own mistake can create vulnerability to suffering. Sāvitrī's story shows that suffering may
also come from a fate that has no connection with present wrongdoing. Yet both stories finally give importance to
present action. Nala learns, changes and acts differently. Sāvitrī speaks, reasons, persists and obtains a different
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outcome. The deeper lesson is therefore:  Suffering may have causes beyond our control,  but our response to
suffering remains morally significant.

4.7 Implications for Yudhiṣṭhira
This  synthesis  is  directly  relevant  to  Yudhiṣṭhira.  He has  lost  his  kingdom because of  his  participation in

gambling. The story of Nala teaches him that his mistake is serious, but it does not have to become his permanent
destiny.  Nala suffers and eventually recovers.  The Sāvitrī  story provides another kind of hope.  Yudhiṣṭhira is
deeply concerned about Draupadī and the suffering she has experienced. Sāvitrī demonstrates that even a woman
facing  an  apparently  fixed  fate  can  remain  active,  truthful  and  powerful.  The  two  stories  therefore  give
Yudhiṣṭhira two complementary lessons: Nala teaches hope after personal failure. Sāvitrī teaches hope in the face
of  apparently  unavoidable  fate.  Together  they create  a  strong message:  The virtuous are  not  protected from
suffering, but suffering does not destroy the power of virtue.

5. Sacred Geography: Anchoring Dharma in a Mappable World

5.1 Why Geography Matters
The philosophical ideas discussed above might appear to work independently of geography. One might say that

the stories would teach the same lessons whether they took place in Vidarbha, Madra or an unnamed imaginary
kingdom. Yet the geographical references are still important. The stories mention real or traditionally recognized
regions, kingdoms and capitals. These include: Vidarbha, Nishadha, Ayodhyā, Cedi, Madra and Śālva. These names
create  a  geographical  framework  for  the  narratives.  The  stories  are  therefore  not  presented  as  completely
placeless myths. They belong to a world of kings, kingdoms, forests, roads, capitals and political relationships. For
the traditional audience, these names could have carried geographical and cultural associations. This may have
strengthened the didactic force of the stories. A moral lesson presented through a story set in a recognizable world
can appear more immediate than a lesson presented in a completely imaginary setting.

5.2 The World of Nala and Damayantī
The  story  of  Nala  and  Damayantī  is  associated  mainly  with  the  central  part  of  the  Indian  subcontinent.

Damayantī is the daughter of the king of Vidarbha. Vidarbha is traditionally associated with the Berar region of
present-day Maharashtra. The name Vidarbha has remained associated with this region even into modern times.
The capital of Vidarbha in the story is Kuṇḍina. Kuṇḍina is traditionally identified with Kaundinyapur in the
Amravati  region  of  Maharashtra.  Although  such  identifications  must  be  treated  carefully,  the  continuing
geographical tradition is significant. Nala is the king of Nishadha. The location of ancient Nishadha is less certain.
Some traditions have connected Nishadha with regions around present-day Madhya Pradesh, including Narwar
and areas near Gwalior. Narwar has also been associated in local tradition with Nala. However, this identification
is not firmly established by independent historical evidence. It is therefore better to describe it as a traditional
identification rather than as a proven historical fact. Nala eventually comes to Ayodhyā, where he serves King
Rituparṇa in disguise. The identification of Ayodhyā with present-day Ayodhya in Uttar Pradesh is considerably
stronger.  Ayodhyā  has  a  long  and  continuous  presence  in  Sanskrit  literature  and  Indian  cultural  memory.
Damayantī also reaches the kingdom of Cedi during her period of suffering. Cedi is generally associated with the
Bundelkhand  region  of  central  India.  Thus,  the  movement  of  the  Nala  story  creates  a  broad  central-Indian
geographical framework.

5.3 The World of Sāvitrī and Satyavān
The Sāvitrī  story is associated with a different geographical region. It  is  connected mainly with the north-

western part of the Indian subcontinent. Sāvitrī is the daughter of King Aśvapati of Madra. Madra is traditionally
identified with a region in the north-west. Its capital, Sāgala, is commonly associated with present-day Sialkot.
Madra is also important elsewhere in the Mahābhārata. Mādrī, the second wife of Pāṇḍu, belongs to the Madra
tradition and Śalya is also connected with the Madra kingdom. This makes the geographical identity of Madra
relatively strong within the epic tradition. Satyavān is associated with the kingdom of Śālva. The precise location
of Śālva is less certain. The text associates it with more than one capital or important center, including Saubha and
Mārtikāvata. These locations cannot be identified with the same degree of confidence as Madra. Nevertheless, the
story places Śālva broadly within the north-western geographical world. The Sāvitrī story therefore has a setting
that is geographically distinct from the central-Indian setting of Nala.
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5.4 Uneven Certainty of Geographical Identification
It  is  important not to exaggerate the certainty of  these identifications.  Ancient geographical  names do not

always correspond neatly to modern political boundaries. Some locations are supported by strong textual and
traditional  evidence.  Others  depend  more  heavily  on  later  tradition,  local  memory  or  similarity  of  names.
Ayodhyā is among the more secure identifications. Madra and Sāgala also have strong traditional associations.
Vidarbha has a long geographical continuity. Nishadha and the precise locations associated with Śālva are more
uncertain. This paper therefore does not attempt to provide exact modern coordinates. The argument requires
something more modest: The audiences of these stories could understand them as belonging to a world of named
regions and kingdoms. That is sufficient for the geographical argument.

5.5 Geographical Difference and Epic Compilation
The geographical difference between the two stories is especially interesting. The Nala story belongs largely to

a central-Indian geographical world. The Sāvitrī story belongs to a north-western world. Yet both are brought into
the same epic and are told to the same listener, Yudhiṣṭhira, during the same broad period of exile. This may tell
us something about the way the Mahābhārata developed. The epic is widely understood as a large and layered
composition that incorporated different kinds of narrative material over time. The inclusion of geographically
different stories is consistent with such a process. The stories may have had their own regional histories and
traditions before being incorporated into the larger epic framework. What allows them to function together is not
a  shared geography but  a  shared moral  vocabulary.  Both stories  can be interpreted through:  dharma,  satya,
karma, daiva,  fidelity,  suffering,  and restoration. The epic therefore brings geographically different narratives
together through a common philosophical framework.

6. Conclusion
This  paper  has  argued  that  the  Nalopākhyāna  and  the  Sāvitryupākhyāna  should  not  be  read  merely  as

romantic  stories  inserted into  the  Mahābhārata.  They are  carefully  placed consolation tales  that  perform an
important  didactic  function within the Vana Parva.  Both stories  are  told  to  Yudhiṣṭhira  during his  period of
suffering. Bṛhadaśva tells the story of Nala because Nala's experience closely resembles Yudhiṣṭhira's own. Both
are virtuous kings who lose their kingdoms through gambling. The Nala story therefore offers a lesson based on
comparison. Yudhiṣṭhira sees his own experience reflected in the life of another king and learns that even serious
failure does not necessarily lead to permanent destruction. Mārkaṇḍeya's story of Sāvitrī works differently. It is
connected with Yudhiṣṭhira's concern for Draupadī. Sāvitrī becomes a precedent for the strength of a devoted and
truthful woman. Her story demonstrates that female virtue can become an active force in the protection and
restoration of the family.

The central concept examined in this paper is satya. In both stories,  truth is more than an abstract moral
principle. It is an active force. Damayantī's truthful oath causes the gods to reveal themselves. Her truth allows
her to  distinguish the mortal  Nala from the divine figures who have taken his  form.  Sāvitrī's  truth operates
differently. She follows Yama and engages him in sustained conversation. Through her knowledge of dharma, her
intelligence, patience and truthful speech, she receives a series of boons that ultimately require the restoration of
Satyavān's life. The two scenes therefore present two forms of the satyakriyā or Act of Truth. Damayantī's truth is
invocatory. It is brief, repeated and powerful. Sāvitrī's truth is dialectical. It is extended, reasoned and cumulative.
The  difference  between  them  is  important.  Truth  does  not  have  only  one  form.  It  can  work  through  a
concentrated oath or through sustained argument. Yet both forms depend upon the same basic principle: Truth
becomes powerful when it is supported by truthful conduct. This leads to the question of the relationship between
satya, karma and daiva. The two stories do not suggest that virtuous people never suffer.

On the contrary, both stories depend upon the suffering of virtuous characters. Nala is a good king, yet he loses
his kingdom. Damayantī is faithful, yet she suffers separation and danger. Satyavān is not presented as a wicked
man, yet he is destined to die. Sāvitrī is virtuous, yet she is placed in a situation in which her husband's death
appears unavoidable. The lesson is therefore not: "If you are good, nothing bad will happen to you." The lesson is
more complex: "When suffering comes, truthful and righteous conduct still has power." Karma and fate explain
the  arrival  of  suffering.  Satya  shapes  the  response  to  suffering.  Nala's  story  shows the  relationship  between
personal responsibility and external forces. His ritual negligence creates an opening for Kali and his gambling
leads to the loss of his kingdom. But his story does not end there. He learns, changes and recovers. Sāvitrī's story
presents a stronger challenge to determinism. Satyavān's death is announced before the marriage. Sāvitrī knows
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the danger and still chooses him. When Yama arrives, she does not deny fate. Instead, she addresses it through
truthful and intelligent speech. Thus, the story does not simply establish a conflict between fate and free will.

It  suggests a more subtle relationship: Fate may establish the crisis,  but it  does not completely control the
human response to that crisis. This is perhaps the most important lesson that the two stories offer to Yudhiṣṭhira.
Nala's story says: A mistake does not have to become a permanent destiny. Sāvitrī's story says: Even an apparently
fixed fate can be met with courage, truth and intelligent action. Together, they offer a philosophy of hope.

The  geographical  difference  between  the  two  stories  also  suggests  something  about  the  nature  of  the
Mahābhārata itself. The epic brings together narratives associated with different regions and traditions and places
them within a  common framework of  dharma.  The Nala story and the Sāvitrī  story may belong to  different
geographical and narrative traditions, but they become connected through the larger epic project. Both ask how a
virtuous person should respond to suffering. Both place women at the center of the answer. Both give truth a
special  power.  And both show that moral  action remains meaningful  even when circumstances appear to be
controlled by forces beyond human understanding. This leads to the question of female agency. Damayantī and
Sāvitrī  are not  passive women waiting for rescue.  Damayantī  makes her own choice at  the svayaṃvara.  She
refuses to abandon that choice when the gods interfere. She uses truth to identify Nala and later uses intelligence
and  determination  to  search  for  him.  Sāvitrī  knowingly  chooses  Satyavān  despite  his  predicted  death.  She
prepares herself for the crisis, follows him on the crucial day, follows Yama after his death and speaks with him
until she obtains the result she desires. Their agency is therefore real and powerful. Yet their power is expressed
through the cultural ideal of the pativratā, the devoted wife. This creates an important tension.

The  epic  gives  women  extraordinary  authority,  but  that  authority  is  represented  through  fidelity  to  the
husband. One can therefore read these stories in two ways. The first reading sees them as empowering narratives
in which women possess moral authority strong enough to challenge gods and fate. The second reading sees them
as examples of a more limited form of agency, in which female power becomes socially legitimate primarily when
it is connected with wifely devotion. The two interpretations do not necessarily cancel each other. The stories can
simultaneously celebrate female strength and reveal the cultural limits within which that strength is expressed.
What is undeniable is the extraordinary narrative power given to the two women.

Damayantī's truth can make gods reveal their identity. Sāvitrī's truth can make Death reconsider his decision.
In both cases, the heroine achieves an outcome that is beyond ordinary human power. The larger significance of
these stories therefore lies in the way the Mahābhārata teaches through example rather than through abstract
instruction. It does not merely say: "Be truthful." It shows Damayantī using truth. It does not merely say: "Be
patient." It shows Sāvitrī following Yama. It does not merely say: "Do not lose hope." It shows Nala recovering after
losing almost everything. The epic's teaching is therefore embodied in action. This is what makes the consolation
tales so powerful. They do not deny suffering.

They do not  promise that  the righteous will  always be protected.  Instead,  they show that  suffering is  not
necessarily the final meaning of a human life. When satya is joined with dharma, courage, patience and intelligent
action, even difficult circumstances may be transformed. The Nalopākhyāna and the Sāvitryupākhyāna therefore
reveal  an important  feature of  the Mahābhārata's  narrative philosophy.  The epic  teaches dharma not  simply
through rules but through people who live those rules under extreme pressure. The ultimate lesson is therefore
not that human beings can control everything. It is that they can still exercise meaningful agency even when they
cannot control the circumstances in which they find themselves.

Limitations of the Study
Several limitations of this study should be acknowledged. First, the close readings in this paper depend partly

on English translations rather than on a complete examination of the Sanskrit critical text. Such a study would be
especially valuable for the vocabulary associated with truth, including satya and possibly ṛta (cosmic or moral
order), as well as terms associated with fate and causation such as daiva, niyati (necessity or fate) and bhāgya
(fortune). Second, the discussion of satyakriyā is deliberately limited. Burlingame and Brown provide important
foundations for understanding it, but a larger study would need to compare the two Mahābhārata episodes with
other examples from Sanskrit  and Pāli  literature.  Finally,  the comparison of Damayantī  and Sāvitrī  as a pair
necessarily  leaves  out  other  important  satyakriyā  narratives  and  other  examples  of  female  agency  in  the
Mahābhārata. A larger comparative study could provide a fuller picture of how truth, gender and moral authority
operate across the epic. These limitations also point toward possible directions for further research.
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