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Abstract 
 

      Mahabharata is the famous epic in Indian literature. It narrates the story of 
Pandavas and Kauravas. Bhisma is the grandfather of Pandavas and Kauravas. 
Pandavas and Kauravas. Devavrata is the old name of Bhisma. He was the son of 
King santanu and Ganga. He took the great oaths and preserved it until the death 
with will power.    
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Introduction 
 

      India occupies a unique place among the civilized nations of the world and it 
has developed religion, culture and civilization. Epics and Puranas are the two 
branches of the Indian literary treasures. The epics Ramayana and Mahabharata 
are also the main sources of Indian culture and religion. 
     The preservation of oath was the most important factor of Indian culture in 
ancient times. In Ramayana and Mahabharata there were many situations to 
maintain the oaths. In Ramayana, Rama abandoned the kingship and accepted 
exile for 14 years to maintain the promise of his father, Dasaratha.  
 

Definition of Oath 
 

     The word ‘sapatha’ is the suitable Sanskrit word meaning 'an oath'. Most of the 
vows have taken the bang in Mahabharata for reek and retaliation. The objective 
of oath taker is the disposal of vow.  
     “An oath is defined as a promise made under a non-human penalty or sanction. 
It is sanctifiedd by an appeal to a sacred person or objects and involves a curse in 
penalty of violation. If it is taken falsely, the sacred person or object will exact 
vengeance. Sometimes it is accompanied by some action, such as the lifting up of 
the right hand or by some special ceremonial, which adds solemnity to the 
occasion”1 . An oath seems to raise any act to the level of action in the support of 
virtue and truth in Indian thought. The fulfillment of an oath is a proud and heroic 
accomplishment, which was attempted by many Mahabharata heroes.  
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Oaths in Mahabharata 
 

    Mahabharata contains many oaths, curses and 
blessings. The warrior class took most of the oaths in 
Mahabharata. The characters in Mahabharata  took 
oaths based on situations. Some oaths taken by 
Bhima, Arjuna, Nakula, Sahadeva etc. express their 
anger against enemies. Some characters like Arjuna, 
Dhrstadyumna, Asvatthaman etc. took oaths as 
revenges. 
      In Mahabharata, there are various characters like 
Pandavas, Kauravas, Kunti, sakuni, Vidura, Drona, 
Karna etc. Among these characters, the character of 
Bhisma is very important. Bhisma was the grandsire 
of Pandavas and Kauravas. The word Bhisma means 
“one who has taken a terrible oath”2 .  
      Oaths play an important role in Mahabharata. In 
the absence of oaths, the story of Mahabharata will 
be deviated. Characters in Mahabharata exhibited 
their will power through oaths. Ancient people 
performed rites enthusiastically for the fulfilment and 
preservation of oaths.  
 

Oaths of Bhisma in Mahabharata 
 

      The old name of Bhisma was Devavrata and he 
was the eldest son of King santanu and Ganga. When 
santanu was wandering on the banks of Yamuna after 
the coronation of Devavrata as Yuvaraja, he 
experienced a rare fragrance with musk. When he 
knew that the smell did originate from a fisher-maid, 
he wished to marry her. He evinced his wish to 
virgin. She was the daughter of the chief-fishermen. 
When he expressed his wish to the father of the 
virgin, the chieftain agreed it with a condition. That 
condition was “the son that will be born to this girl 
shall be installed on your throne and none else shall 
be your successor”3 . When he heard the demand, 
santanu returned to Hastinapura with a sorrowful 
state of mind. From that time, the King became 
depressed and showed no interest in the ruling and 
hunting matters. Devavrata understood the desire of 
santanu through his own words. Then he went into 
the house of Dasamukhya and requested to give his 
daughter, Satyavati for his father. When Dasamukhya 
repeated his condition, he accepted that condition. 

When Devavrata accepted his first condition, 
Dasamukhya put forward the second condition with a 
doubt. The angler showed his intelligence through the 
second condition. The second condition of that angler 
was “I do not have the least doubt that it will never 
be violated by you. But I have a great doubt, in 
respect of your sons”4 . Then Devavrata accepted the 
second condition also and he decided to sacrifice his 
pleasures and kingship for the sake of his father, 
santanu through taking the great oath. He took the 
first oath for his father. That oath was “I relinquished 
my right to the throne a few moments ago. I shall 
now settle the doubt that has arisen in respect to my 
sons. From this day, I adopt the vow of celestial life. 
If I die childless, still I shall ascend to the regions of 
the bliss”5 . Thus Devavrata became Bhisma. Then he 
bought Satyavati for his father.  
     Santanu married Satyavati and they were blessed 
with two children named Citrangada and 
Vicitravirya. Citrangada died in the war with the 
Gandharvas and Vicitravirya was coroneted as the 
king of Hastinapura. After seven years of his 
marriage, Vicitravirya died through the affliction of 
tuberculosis. Thus, Hastinapura did not have a 
successor. At that stage of anarchy in Hastinapura, 
Satyavati persuaded Bhisma to attain kingship and 
marry the wives of Vicitravirya. Then Bhisma replied 
that “what you say is certainly sanctioned by religion. 
However, you know my vow regarding begetting 
children. You also know what took place in 
connection with the bestowal”6. Then he took another 
oath for the preservation of his first oath. His second 
oath was “I can renounce the three worlds; I can 
renounce the kingdom of heaven or anything that 
may be greater than both of them, but I can never 
renounce truth. Earth may renounce her scent, water 
may renounce its moisture, light may renounce its 
attribute of exhibiting forms and the wind may 
renounce its attribute of being perceivable by the 
touch. The sun may renounce its glory, comet its 
heat, sky its sound, moon its cool rays, Indra may 
renounce his prowess and the king of justice his 
immortality, but I cannot renounce truth”7. These 
were the oaths in Mahabharata. These oaths of 
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Bhisma are narrated in the Sambhavaparva, the 
upaparva of Ëdiparvan.       
 

Conclusion 
 

     Oaths are important in the story of Mahabharata. 
Most of the characters in Mahabharata took oaths for 
the fulfillment of their revenge and  this produces an 
enthusiasm in the time of war against enemies. 
Except the oath of Bhisma, the oaths of other 
characters did include an attitude of selfishness and 
their emotions such as love, anger and so on  for their 
enemies. However, the oath of Bhisma projects the 
attitude of unselfishness, honesty and sacrificing 
mentality. Modern world has to study the value of 
truth through the oaths of Bhisma in Mahabharata.     
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