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Ivan Andrijanic

DHATR AND VIDHATR AS FATE DEITIES
IN THE SANSKRIT EPICS!

From the Rk-Samhita onwards, Dhatr “Placer” and Vidhatr “Ordainer” appear
both as epithets for different gods and as distinct deities. In Avesta, datar-
denotes the ordaining aspect of Ahura Mazda and Amasa Spantas, and some
of their activities are described using the verb da- (<*dha) “to place, to set
up”. Verbal correspondence and correspondence in meaning and function
speak in favour of the Indo-Iranian background of the concept that served as
an epithet for the highest Lord *Asura. By the time of the Brahmanas and
epics, Dhatr’s ordaining characteristics had become mixed with the creative
characteristic of gods like Visvakarman, Tvastr, and Prajapati. In the epics, in
addition to his ordaining and arranging role, Dhatr took on a creative role and
became mixed with Brahma, who also took characteristics of older creator
deities. Dhatr and Vidhatr became associated with fatalist doctrines in the
epics. Fatalism might have already existed in the time of the epics in warrior
circles as “warrior-didactics” (Vassilkov 1999:28). This heroic fatalism might
have incorporated Dhatr into its world-view, supposing that Dhatr’s “ordaining”
role, known since Vedic times, had developed into a “pre-ordaining” role in
the epics. On the other side, Dhatr and Vidhatr became associated with ascetics
that preached fatalism as a spiritual didactics that cultivates dispassion.
Another development of the fatalist doctrine with Dhatr and Vidhatr as its
presiding deities can be seen in epic episodes wherein Dhatr determines the
fate of individuals according to their past deeds, thus making Dhatr a god
responsible for the distribution of the fruit of action.

Keywords: Fate, predestination, dhaty, vidhatr, fatalism, Ahura Mazda.

! This paper owes greatly to Prof. Vassilkov's paper “Kalavada (the doctrine of
Cyclical Time) in the Mahabharata and the concept of Heroic Didactics” (Vassilkov
1999), which aroused in me a keen interest in the fascinating phenomenon of fatalism
in the Sanskrit epics. I encountered the name Dhatr for the first time in this paper
where “epic god of Fate — Dhatr” (Vassilkov 1999:20) is mentioned.
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Introduction

In the Mahabharata (=MBh) 3,31, a remarkable speech by Draupadi
mentions deities named Dhatr “Placer” and Vidhatr “Ordainer™ in
a very peculiar deterministic context. Draupadi laments Yudhisthira’s
apparent shamefaced attitude towards Kauravas, who exiled Pandavas
to the forest. According to Draupadi’s speech, man does not act
according to his own free will, but according to the will of the God
Dhatr “Placer”:

“It is Lord Placer alone who sets down everything for the creatures...
These creatures, hero among men, are like wooden puppets that are
manipulated; he makes body and limbs move.? ... man follows the
command of the Placer, consisting in him, entrusted to him. At no time
whatever is man independent, like a tree that has fallen from the bank
into the middle of a river” (Tr. van Buitenen 1981:280f)*

In 3,31.35, the deity Draupadi refers to appears under the
appellations svayambhu (self-existent) and pitamaha (grandfather),
common epithets of the god Brahma:

“So the blessed God, the self-existent great-grandfather, hurts
creatures with creatures, hiding behind a disguise...” (Tr. van Buitenen
1981:281)°

Draupadi concludes her lamentation with a strong condemnation
of Dhatr:

! Van Buitenen usually translates Dhatr as “Placer” and Vidhatr as “Ordainer”. This is
followed consistently by Bailey (1983) and Hill (2001), and will be followed in this paper
as well. Jamison & Brereton (2014) shift their translation according to the context, thus
Dhatr appears as “Ordainer” (2014(3):1400;1606;1660), “Placer” (2014(3):1641)
“Establisher” (2014[1]:928) etc.
3 MBh 3,31.21-22:

dhataiva khalu bhatanam sukhaduhkhe priyapriye |

dadhati sarvam isanah purastac chukram uccaran || 21 ||

yatha darumayi yosa naravira samahita |

irayaty arigam angani tatha rajann imah prajah || 22 ||
4 MBh 3,31.25bc-26

dhatur adeSam anveti tanmayo hi tadarpanah || 25 ||

natmadhino manusyo ‘yam kalam bhavati kam cana |

srotaso madhyam apannah kilad vrksa iva cyutah || 26 ||
> MBh3,31.35

evam sa bhagavan devah svayambhiih prapitamahah |

hinasti bhatair bhatani chadma krtva yudhisthira || 35 | |
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“...the capricious blessed Lord plays with the creatures like a child with
its toys. The Placer does not act toward his creatures like a father or mother,
he seems to act out of fury, like every other person! ... I condemn the
Placer, Partha, who allows such outrages!” (Tr. van Buitenen 1981:281)¢

Draupadrs fatalism and condemnation of the whimsical turns of
Fate, if understood as a rhetorical device, masterfully depict her rage
and disappointment. As will be shown, Dhatr and Vidhatr appear
frequently in fatalistic passages in MBh, and thus it seems improper
to consider it no more than a rhetorical device. However, it is possible
that it is a distant echo of some ancient worldview. Hill (2001:171)
claims that the views Draupadi expresses are not the result of a sudden
outburst, for they are based on an ancient tradition.” After Yudhisthira’s
soothing talk (3,32), Draupadi changes her attitude towards determinism
in 3,33 and begins with a strong condemnation of fatalism, advocating
the doctrine that man’s actions determine his destiny:

“The man who believes that everything in the world is fate and the
one who professes that it is chance are both apostate; it is the spirit to act
that is extolled” (Tr. van Buitenen 1981:284)%

Soon thereafter, Draupadi changes Dhatr’s role — he is no longer
a master of puppets, but rather a deity that presides over the rightful
distribution of the fruits of action:

“The Placer himself, the Lord, ordains any one’s acts, for whatever
reason, and distributes the fruits of what men have previously done.”
(Tr. van Buitenen 1981:284)°

6 MBh 3,31.36¢cd-39cd
kridate bhagavan bhdtair balah kridanakair iva || 36 ||
na matrpitrvad rgjan dhata bhitesu vartate |
rosad iva pravrtto ‘yam yathayam itaro janah || 37 ||

dhataram garhaye partha visamam yo ‘nupasyati || 39 ||
7 Vassilkov (1999) argues that the doctrine of Time (kalavada) is a part of old Heroic
warrior didactics. Vassilkov (1999:27) defines this phenomenon as heroic pessimism or epic
fatalism. The heroic didactics that appear in the epic material of the MBh in addition to later
Brahmanical didactics might not be a structured system of thought according to Vassilkov.
8 MBh 3,33.11

vas ca distaparo loke yas cayam hathavadakah |

ubhav apasadav etau karmabuddhih prasasyate || 11 ||
°  MBh 3,33.20

yad dhy ayam purusah kim cit kurute vai subhasubham |

tad dhatrvihitam viddhi pdrvakarmaphalodayam || 20 ||
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This peculiar change of events calls for a small investigation into
the nature of Dhatr, as there are many other passages in MBh where
Dhatr and Vidhatr are associated with fatalistic attitudes.’® Although
Dhatr is identified with the God Brahma in this passage, it is usually
only Dhatr and Vidhatr that are associated with fatalism, unlike other
forms of the God Brahma. The passage in which Yudhisthira and
Draupadi criticise fatalism almost looks like a part of some ancient
debate between upholders of fatalistic ideas and those who believe that
mans actions determine his destiny. The latter, of course, gained the
upper hand in the end, leaving only traces of the condemned rival
theory. This paper will therefore attempt to explore Dhatr’s role in
ancient Indian and Iranian literature to investigate the origins and
development of the concept of Dhatr and to explore its association with
fatalism.

Dhatr in the Vedic literature

According to MacDonell (1897:115), Dhatr belongs to a class of
deities whose nature is founded on abstraction. More precisely, Dhatr
is an “Agent God”, one of those deities whose name denotes an agent.
The agent noun dhaty is a primary derivation from the root \Vdha “to
put, place” and the suffix for agent nouns -#7. Vidhatr is accordingly
derived from the verb viVdha “to distribute, arrange, ordain”
According to MacDonell (ibid.), Dhatr and other “Agent gods” are
not direct abstractions, but rather developed out of an epithet for
other deities that denotes an aspect, activity, or the character of the
respective deity.

In the Rk-Samhita, Dhatr and Vidhatr appear in 15 hymns. They
appear three times (4,55.2 [Vidhatr]; 8,93.29 and 9,10.3) denoting
sacrificial priests. In 10,82.2-3, dhatr and vidhatr are epithets for
Visvakarman,'' while dhaty and vidhatr are epithets for Indra in

0 Hill (2001:86-194) discusses the role the gods play in destiny. He narrows the list
of gods who act as agents of Fate to Visnu, Brahma, Siva, and abstractions such as Dhatr,
Vidhatr, and occasionally Sastr (Hill 2001:124). However, Hill (2001:180) rightfully
concludes that “the agent of predermination is invariably not a great God directly but
a personalized abstraction such as Dhatr and Vidhatr.”

' Apun on the name Visvakarman: he is vimana “vast in mind,” vihaya “vast in power,”
and vidhatad “vast distributor”— the last, the one who distributes widely (Jamison
& Brereton 2014[3]:1516).
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10,167.3. In 10,2.2, Agni bears the epithet man-dhatr.'> They appear as
distinct deities in 6,50.12 (Vidhatr), 7,35.3 (Dhatr), 9,81.5 (Vidhatr),
10,85.47 (Dhatr),” 10,158.3 (Dhatr),"* and 10,181.1-3 (Dhatr), although
they are only invoked in these passages alongside other deities without
any specification of their nature. More can be learned about Dhatr in
funeral hymn 10,18.5, where he is described as a deity that arranges
the orderly sequence of life and death, in which older should die before
younger®. In 10,128.7, Dhatr is the Lord of creation (bhuvanasya ...
pati). In 10,184.1, Dhatr is invoked to place an embryo in a womb.
In 10,190.3, a small cosmogonic hymn, Dhatr “arranged, according to
their proper order, sun and moon, heaven and earth, midspace and
sunlight”'¢ (Tr. Jamison & Brereton 2014[3]:1660). From all this, it can
be summarized that Dhatr and Vidhatr appear in RS (a) three times
in the plural as sacrificial priests, (b) as an epithet for Visvakarman,
Indra, and Agni, and (c) as a distinct deity connected with creation,
fertility, and cosmic order.

In the Samhitas of Yajur-Veda, Dhatr and Vidhatr usually appear
in the ritual context, invoked alongside a number of other deities.
Rarely is anything more said about them. Most of the passages in which
they appear are shared by Vajasaneyi-Samhita (=VS) of the White
Yajur-Veda and Taittiriya- (=TaittS), Maitrayani- (=MaitS), and Katha-
Samhitas (=KS) of the Black Yajur-Veda.

Appearances of Dhatr and Vidhatr in the Vajasaneyi-Samhita (=VS)
will first be presented together with parallels in other Yajur-Veda
Sambhitas, after which appearances in other Samhitas that are not shared
with VS will be briefly described.

2 TIranian parallel=mazda<iir. *mps+dhaH (Jamison & Brereton 2014[2]:136)
3 Dhatr is invoked at the end of this wedding hymn together with Matarisvan and
Destr to join the married couple.
% In 10,158.3 The eye (i.e. Sirya) is invoked to let Dhatr place for us (see Jamison
& Brereton 2014[3]:1641).
RS 10,18.5

Yyathahany anupdrvam bhdvanti yatha rtdva rtdabhir yanti sadhd |

yétha nd piirvam dparo jéhaty eva dhatar ayiamsi kalpayaisam || 5 ||

Just as the days follow each upon the last, just as the seasons follow straightaway
upon the seasons, so, o Ordainer, arrange their lifetimes, so that the later does not leave
behind the earlier. (Tr. Jamison & Brereton 2014[3]:1400).
% RV 10,190.3

stryacandramdsau dhatd yathapdrvam akalpayat |

divam ca prthivim cantériksam dtho svah || 3 ||
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In VS, Dhatr appears in 13 verses'’, while Vidhatr appears in
3 verses.!® Two verses are taken from the Rk-Samhita: a) RS 10,82.2,
where Dhatr and Vidhatr appear as an epithet for Visvakarman, also
appears as VS 17,27; b) in VS 32.10 (=RS 10,82.3ab), Vidhatr is an
attribute of the highest Lord.* In VS 32,10, Vidhatr is an epithet for Agni.
In most other cases, Dhatr is invoked alongside other gods. In VS 32,15,
he is invoked alongside Varuna, Agni, Prajapati, Indra, and Vayu to grant
wisdom; in VS 8,17,*' he is invoked with Savitr, Rati, Prajapati, Agni,
Tvastr, and Visnu; in VS 14,24,” he is invoked alongside Agni and other
gods of different classes; in 18,17, he is invoked alongside Mitra, Varuna,
Maruts, and Indra (=TaittS 4,7.6.2); in VS 32,15, he is invoked to bestow
wisdom (medha). In three verses shared with MaitS (VS 24,5, 9 and 31),%
different animals are assigned to Dhatr; in VS 25,4,** a part of sacrificial
horse is assigned to Dhatr. Overall, it can be said that very little is said
about Dhatr in VS, with the small exception of VS 14,28, where he is
designated as the overlord (adhipati) of the seven rsis.

Dhatr appears more often in the Taittiriya-Samhita (=TaittS) than
in other YV Samhitas. Dhatr appears in 28 passages,*® while Vidhatr
appears in two* passages. Two verses are taken from the Rk-Samhita
(RS 10,82.2% appears as TaittS 4,6.2.1%°, while RS 10,128.7 appears as

v VS 817 (=§Br 4,4.4.9 = TaittS 1,4.44.1 = MaitS 1,3,38 = KS 4,12 = AS 717.3); 14,24
(=Taitt$ 4,3.9.1=2,8.5=KS 17,4=SBr 8,4.2.5); 14,28 (=Taitt$ 4,3.10.1; Mait$ 2,8.6; KS 17,5;
SBr 8,4.3.6); 17,26-27 (=TaittS 4,6.2.1; 5.7.4.3; KS 18,1); 18,17 (=TaittS 4,7.6.2; MaitS
2,11.5; KS 18,10); 24,5 (=Mait$ 3,13.6); 24,9 (=MaitS 3,13.10); 24,31 (=Mait$ 3,14.12);
25,4 (=TaittS 5,7.22.1); 32,15; 34,58; 37,12.

1B \/S 17,26-27 (=Taitt$S 4,6.2.1); 32,10.

¥ VS 17,26-27 visvdkarma mdnasa yad vihaya dhata vidhata paramétd samdik ...y6 nah
pitd janitd yé vidhatd yo nah saté abhy a sdj jajana. (=TaittS 4,6.2.1; KS 18,1.).

2 TIn the parallel passage RS 10,82.3ab Vidhatr in is an epithet of Visvakarman.

2L S 8,17 = TaittS 1,4.44.1= Mait$ 1,3,38=KS 4,12=AS 7,17.3=SBr 4,4.4.9.

2 /S 14,24= TaittS 4,3.9.1=2,8.5=KS 17,4=SBr 8,4.2.5)

2 VS 24,5 (=Mait$ 3,13.6); 24,9 (=Mait$ 3,13.10) and 31 (=Mait$ 3,14.12.

% IS 25,4=TaittS 5,7.22.1

% VS 14,28= Taitt$ 4,3.10.1; Mait$S 2,8.6; KS 17,5; SBr 8,4.3.6. Dhatr is here mentioned
with Agni, Indra, Savitr, Plsan, Tvastr.

% TaittS 1,1.10.2; 1,4.44.1; 1,5.1.3.3; 1,7.11.1.6; 1,8.8.1; 2,4.5.1; 3,3.10.1; 3,3.11.2-3;
3,4.9.1-6; 4,3.9.1; 4,3.10.1; 4,3.11.2; 4,4.9.1; 4,6.2.1; 4,7.6.2; 4,7.14.3; 5,3.4.1; 5,5.12.1;
5,5.15.1; 5,5.23.1; 5,6.14.1; 5,7.4.3; 5,7.22.1.

2 TaittS 4,6.2.1; 5,7.4.3.

28 See VS 17,27 and KS 18,1; Dhatr and Vidhatr appear as an epithet for Visvakarman.
2 TaittS 4,6.2.1 visvdkarma médnasa yad vihaya dhatd vidhata paramétda samdik ...y6
nah pita janitd yo vidhatd yo nah saté abhy a sdj jajana. (= VS 17,26; KS 18,1.).
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TaittS 4,7.14.3%). In most cases, Dhatr appears in a larger group of gods
(TaittS 1,4.44.1; TaittS 2,4.5.1; TaittS 3,3.11.2-3; 4,3.9.1; 4,4.9.1;*
4,7.6.2;%% 5,7.4.3 with Vidhatr). Sacrificial animals for Dhatr are
designated in 5,5.12.1, 5,5.15.1, 5,5.23.1, and 5,6.14.1, while a part of
a sacrificial horse meant for Dhatr is specified in the context of
asvamedha in TaittS 5,7.22.1.” Dhatr is mentioned alongside Savitr and
Varuna in the context of the darsapirnamasa rite in TaittS 1,1.10.2 and
TaittS 3,5.6.2.°* Oblations are offered to Anumati, Raka, Sinivali, and
Kuht along with Dhatr in TaittS 1,8.8.1 and 3,4.9.6-7. This passage is
closely related to AiBh 3,47.

More is said about Dhatr in only a handful passages in TaittS. Dhatr
is the Lord of the World in TaittS 3,3.11.2-3 and TaittS 2,4.5.1;* he
created the worlds and bestows a son upon the sacrifice.’® He is the
overlord of the seven rsis* in TaittS 4,3.10.1.3 Dhatr established fire
with Agni as its divinity in 1,5.1.3; Dhatr is the year, and therefore
offspring and cattle are born in the span of the year.*” Dhatr is invoked
in TaittS 4,3.11.2 for laying down vyusti bricks in the agnicayana altar.

Most of the passages in the Maitrayani-Sambhita that mention Dhatr
are shared with VS, TaittS, and the other Samhitas. Some passages,
however, appear only in MaitS, such as MaitS 2,7.13 (=AS 11.6.3), in
which Dhatr is invoked alongside Varuna, Pisan, and Tvastr; in MaitS
2,13.22; 2,13.23 (=KS 13,15-16; AS 7,19.1), Dhatr is invoked to grant
offspring. The most interesting passage in MaitS is 1,6.12 (=TaittBr
1,1.9.1.9), wherein Dhatr and Aryaman are the firstborn sons of Aditi;
they are followed in successive rows by Mitra and Varuna, Amsa and
Bhaga (Indra and Vivasvant are added in a closely related passage in
TaittBr 1,1.9.1). The Paficavimsa-Brahmana (=PancBr) 24,12 mentions
eight sons of Aditi: Mitra and Varuna, Dhatr and Aryaman, Amsa and
Bhaga, Indra and Vivasvant.

0 (=KS 40,10)

31 =KS 34,14.

2 =KS 18,10; MaitS 2,11.5.

33 =VS 25,4; Mait$ 3,15.5.

3% =TBr 3,3.10.2.

3% = MaitS 4,12.6; KS 13,16.

6 dhatd dadatu no rayim isano jagatas pdtih | s nah pdrnéna vavanat |

3 See ft. 24.

38 TaittS 4,3.10.1 saptdbhir astuvata saptarsdyo ‘syjyanta dhatddhipatir asit.
39 TaittS 1,5.1.3 tdm dhatadhatta téna dhatdardhnot samvatsaré vai dhatd tasmat
samvatsarémprajah pasdvonu prd jayante |
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Dhatr and Vidhatr appear in 36 verses of the Atharva-Sambhita (S).%
Some verses have parallels in RS, the Yajur-Veda Samhitas, and the
Brahmanas. Thus, AS (S) 5,3.9 has parallels in RS 10,128.7; AS (S)
5,25.5 has parallels in RS 10,184.1 (=KS 40,9=SBr 14,9.4.20/BAU
6,4.20); AS (S) 7,17.4 has parallels in VS 8,17 (=TaittS 1,4.44.1= MaitS
1,3.38=KS 4,12=SBr 4,4.4.9); AS 7,19.1 has parallels in Mait$S 2,13.22-
23 (=KS 13,15-16); AS 11,6.3 has parallels in MaitS 2,7.13; AS 12,2,25
has parallels in RS 10,18.5.

In many of these verses, Dhatr and Vidhatr are invoked alongside
other deities. Only those passages in which something significant is
said about them will be presented here. In a number of AS (S) verses,
Dhatr is associated with marriage; he is invoked to secure a husband
(2,36.2; 6,60.3; 14.1.59), while he brings a bride to Sarya in 14,2.13.
In one hymn (5,25.4-5 and 10), he is associated with conception as
he is invoked to plant a male child in a woman’s womb (see RS
10,184.1). In other passages, he is invoked to secure prosperity (3,8.2;
7,19.1; 19,31.3) or rain (7,18.1). In 4,12.2, he is even connected to
healing as he is invoked to set a broken bone. He is associated with
death in two hymns; he is invoked in 8,1.15 (alongside Savitr, Vayu,
and Indra) to revive a deceased man, while Soma, Varuna, A$vins,
Yama, and Pisan are invoked to guard us from the death appointed
by Indra, Agni, Dhatr, Brhaspati and Savitr in 19,20.1. In the funeral
hymn 18,3.26, Nirrti and Dhatr guard the southern side during the
funeral ceremony. In 18,4.48, he is again indirectly connected to death
as he is invoked to prolong one’s lifetime. He appears in 13,4.3 as an
epithet for Vayu.

It is important to note AS (S) 10,6.21, wherein Dhatr arranges what
exists.* In 6,60.3, he upholds the Earth, Sky, and Sun*.

“©  AS(S)2,36.2; 3,8.2 (=7,17.4); 3,10.10; 4,12.2; 5,3.9 (=RS 10,128.7); 5,25.4-5, 10 (=RS
10,184.1=KS 40,9=SBr 14,9.4.20/BAU 6,4.20); 6,60.3; 7,17.1-4 (7,17.4=VS 8,17= TaittS
1,4.44.1= MaitS 1,3.38=KS 4,12=SBr 4,4.4.9); 718.1; 719.1 (=MaitS 2,13.22-23=KS 13,15-
16); 81.15; 8,5.18; 9,7.10; 9,7.21; 10,6.21; 11,6.3 (=MaitS 2,7.13); 11,8.5, 8-9; 11,9.25;
12,2,25 (=RS 10,18.5); 13,4.3; 14,1.33-34, 59; 14,2.13; 18,3.26; 18,4.48; 19,9.12; 19,10.3;
19,20.1; 19,31.3.
@ AS (5) 10,6.21

tam dhata pratyamuiicata sa bhitam vyakalpayat |

tena tvam dvisato jahi || 21 ||
2 AS (S) 6,60.3

dhata dadhara prthivim dhata dyam uta siryam |

dhatasya agruvai patim dadhatu pratikamyam || 3 ||
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It might come as a surprise that Dhatr appears quite rarely in the
Brahmana literature. When Dhatr does appear, the basic patterns from
the Samhitas are followed. Thus only eight occurrences are found in
SBr.** SBr 4,4.4.9 has parallels in VS 8,17 (=TaittS 1,4.44.1= MaitS
1,3,38=KS 4,12=AS 7,17.3), while SBr 8,4.3.6 has parallels in VS 14,28.
In SBr 8,4.2.5, he is invoked during the building of an agnicayana altar.
In SBr 9,5.1.35-38, Dhatr is an epithet of Prajapati compared to the
Sacrificer:

This here is Prajapati. Becoming embodied, he thought himself
complete. Becoming established in the four cardinal directions, he places
(dadhat) and ordains (vidadhat) all of this; as he continues placing and
ordaining, he is the Placer (Dhatr). Just the same, the Sacrificer, established
in the four cardinal directions, places and ordains all of this.**

Dhatr is the year in SBr 1,5.5.38, just as in TaittS 1,5.1.3 and TaittBr
1,7.2.1. Dhatr is the Sun (sa yah sd dhatasau sd aditydh) in SBr 9,5.1.37,
just as in AiBr 3,48 (yah siryah sa dhata). In SBr 14,1.3.22, he is
invoked alongside Agni, Indra, Savitr, and Brhaspati. In SBr 14,9.4.20
(=BAU [M] 6,4.20) he is invoked to place an embryo in a woman’s
womb (see RS 10,184.1; AV (S) 5,25.5; AV (P) 12,3.3d,8; KS 40,9d).

In TaittBr, Dhatr appears 16 times.* In TaittBr 1,7.2.1, Dhatr is the
year (just as in TaittS 1,5.1.3, SBr 9,5.1.35-38 and MaitS 4,3.6) (dhatré
puro,dd's’am dvdﬂas’akapdlam nirvapati (=TaittS 1,8.8.1.1) / samvatsaro
vdi dhata = TaittS 1,5.1.3 = MaitS 4,3.6); 2,1.7.1 alongside many gods
(Brhaspati, Savitr, etc. of different classes). In 2,2.8.4 (= 2,3.1.1=
2,3.5.6), he is invoked alongside Soma, Agni, Indra, Prajapati. In TaittBr
3,3.10.2 = 3,3.10.2, Dhatr is an epithet for Agni; he is invoked in 2,7.17.2
alongside Indra, Brhaspati, and Savitr; he is invoked alongside Soma,
Vataa, and Vayu in 3,7.4.15; an oblation to Dhatr is mentioned in
3,8.23.3 (see TaittS 5,5.23.1); Dhatr is connected to Death in 3,12.9.6.9
(mrtyus tad abhavad dhata)*.

4 In SBr2,3.4.14, dhatrbhih denotes priests.
4 SBr9,5.1.35
etad vai prajapatih | prapya raddhvevamanyata sa diksu pratisthayedam sarvam
dadhad vidadhad atisthad yad dadhad vidadhad atisthat tasmad dhata
tathaivaitad yajamano diksu pratisthayedam sarvam dadhadvidadhattisthati.
#  TaittBr 1,1.9.1; 1,7.2.1 (see TaittS 1,5.1.3); 2,1.7.1; 2,2.8.4; 2,3.5.6; 2,3.1.1; 2,3.5.3;
3,3.10.2; 3,3.10.2; 2,7.17.2; 3,7.4.15; 3,8.23.3 (see TaittS 5,5.23.1); 3,12.9.6.
% In AiBr, it seems that Dhatr appears only two times (3,47-48, see above). It seems
that he does not appear in Kausitaki-Brahmana and Aitareya-Aranyaka.
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Dhatr does not play an important role in the older Upanisads. Dhatr
is invoked by the teacher in Taittiriya-Upanisad 1,4.3 to fetch him
students. Man perceives the grandeur of the Self by Dhatr’s grace
(prasada) in Katha-Upanisad 2,20cd. The same verse appears as
Svetasvatara-Upanisad 3,20cd and Mahanarayana-Upanisad 8,3cd, with
minor variations. In Maitrayaniya-Upanisad 6,8, Dhatr and Vidhatr
are enumerated alongside many other gods such as Rudra, Prajapati,
Hiranyagarbha, Prana, Hamsa, Sastr, Visnu, Narayana, Arka, Savitr,
Indra, and Indu (van Buitenen 1962:108).

Few conclusions can be drawn about Dhatr from the Vedic
literature. Generally, he appears 1) (in the plural) denoting sacrificial
priests; 2) as an epithet for Vi§vakarman, Indra, Agni, Sarya (or
Aditya), Vayu, and Prajapati; 3) as a distinct god, Dhatr is invoked
alongside other deities — sometimes with gods of different classes,
but usually with “agent” gods, such as Savitr and Tvastr, or Adityas,
such as Aryaman, Mitra, Varuna, Bhaga, and Amsa. Indra, Agni, and
Soma also appear in these enumerations quite often. It should be
noted that Dhatr appears as one of the six sons of Aditi in MaitS, and
later as one of her eight sons in TaittBr and PaicBr; 4) Dhatr’s
characteristics are sometimes specified; in RS, he is connected to
arrangement and proper order on a macrocosmic level (Sun, Moon,
Midspace, Heaven, Earth, and Sunlight) and to the orderly sequence
of life and death on the microcosmic level. On the other hand, he is
also connected to creation and fertility in RS. In AS, in addition to
what appears to be his key aspect of arranging and ordering, a special
stress is placed on fertility and marriage, as well as death and funerals.
It should be noted that Dhatr does not appear in any kind of fatalist
context in Vedic literature.

4 KaU 2,20cd tam akratuh pasyati vitasoko dhatuprasadan mahimanam atmanah || 20 ||
“Without desires and free from sorrow, a man perceives by the creator’s grace the
grandeur of the self.” (Tr. Olivelle 1998:387)
SvU 3,20cd tam akratum pasyati vitasoko dhatuprasadan mahimanam isam || 20 ||
“A man who, by the creator’s grace, sees that desireless one as the majesty and as
the Lord will be free from sorrow.” (Tr. Olivelle 1998:423)
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The concept of Dhatr in the Avesta

In the Avesta, datar- appears as an epithet* for Ahura Mazda® and
Amoasa Spantas.® Forms of the verb da* (<iir. *dha<ie. *dheh,)* appear
in Avestan and Old Persian texts to describe an aspect of Ahura Mazda
and his actions that were traditionally understood as creative (see
Malandra 1994:165f). Thus, the epithets daduuah-/da6us-> for Ahura
Mazda, consisting of the active perfect participle of da and the agent
noun ddtar-, are traditionally associated with the creative aspects of
Ahura Mazda. In his thorough and detailed study of the verb da in
Old Avestan, Kellens (1989) concludes that the verb da- does not mean
“to create”, but rather denotes the placement of the constituent elements
of the universe in their respective place. Thus, Ahura Mazda does not
create, but rather establishes and shapes the riches that feed living
beings. According to Kellens (1989:228), Old Avestan Mazdaism did
not conceive the universe as the result of creation, but rather understood
the universe as having been organized by its gods out of initial chaos.
In this respect, Ahura Mazda as datar- is not a creator, but a “placer”
or “ordainer”. Kellens (1989:227f) discusses Yasna 44,3-5, in which it
is asked who has set (dat) the path of the sun and the stars, who put
the light and the darkness in their place, and who put sleep and the

“  InYast 1,8; 1,12 and 1,13, datar- is one of the 74 names of Ahura Mazda.

4 Ahura and Mazda are both epithets for the Iranian supreme deity, and they were still
independent in Old Avestan texts (Skjeerve 2002:400). According to Skjaerve (ibid.),
Ahura designates the ruler and engenderer aspect, while Mazda denotes the poet-
sacrificer. Traditionally, Ahura Mazda is interpreted as “the wise Lord” or “Lord Wisdom”
(see Kuiper 1976 and Thieme 1970). According to Kuiper (1976:39), the interpretation
“Lord Wisdom” advocated by Thieme is baseless; Ahura was a title and the holiest name
of a god whose name became lost due to taboo (the Vedic Varuna must not necessarily
be the proper name of this god according to Kuiper [1976:40]). Mazda can be added as a
specification to the title Ahura. Thus, Kuiper (1984) translates Ahura Mazda as “the wise
Ahura.”

%0 Bartholomae 1961:727 “der schaffend hervorbringt, Schopfer”.

5t Bartholomae 1961:714 “etwas setzen, stellen, legen”, but also “hervorbringen,
produzieren” by Amasa Spantas (Yasna 58,5; Yast 19,52); by Ahura Mazda Yasna 1,1; 12,7;
371; 38,4; 44,5; 45,4; 46,6; 71,10; Yast 18,1; 18,3; 19,58 etc.

2. The Old Avestan verb da, which defines some divine activities, represents a con-
fluence of two Indo-Iranian verbs. The loss of aspiration of voiced occlusives resulted in
the congruence of iir. *dha “to put” and *da “to give”. With the suffix *-tr for action
nouns, both verbs form a word that is sometimes hard to distinguish.

% For a list of passages where daduuah- appears as an epithet for Ahura Mazda, see
Gray (1926:109)
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day before in their place.” A few lines later (44,7), Ahura Mazda is
invoked as the “placer of everything” (vispanam dataram). Skjerve
(2002:399) follows Kellens’ interpretation in his translation of Yasna
Haptanhaiti 37,1-2:

Thus, in this manner we are sacrificing to Ahura Mazda, who put in
(their) places both the cow and Order (who) put in (their) places both
the good waters and the plants, (who) put in (their) places both the lights
and the earth and all good (things in between), by his command and
greatness and artistries.>

Ahura Mazda is frequently invoked with the formula ahura mazda
mainiio spanista dataro gaédangm astuuaitingm asaum “O Ahura
Mazda, Thou most life-giving Spirit/inspiration! placer/ordainer of the
worlds of living beings with bones, o sustainer of Order!” (Yasna 19,1;
Yast 1,1; 8,105 10,73; 14,6 etc. Vd 2,1; 2,39 etc.).

The ordering and arranging aspect of Ahura Mazda bears clear
resemblance, both etymologically and semantically, to Dhatr in Vedic
literature. This attestation in Old Avestan points strongly towards
Dhatr’s Indo-Iranian background. The Iranian epithet *vidatar-
corresponding to skt. vidhatr does not appear in Avesta, although the
verb da (<*dha) with the prefix vi- does appear in few passages
(Bartholomae 1961:722). Because of this, it is quite possible that the
concept of vidhatr (<viVdha) is of Indian origin, developed on the
model of dhaty (<Vdha).

Dhatr and Vidhatr in the Sanskrit epics

Generally, it can be said that epic concepts of Dhatr follow the
patterns from Vedic literature. However, a new concept developed in
a significant number of epic passages that is not attested in Vedic
literature. This concept developed around the distinctively fatalistic
notion that human destiny does not depend on human activity, but is

5 kasnd xvdng starsmca dat aduudnam k3 ya ma uxsiieitl narafsaiti 98at tacit mazda
vasami aniiaca viduiié ... kasnd daratd zqmca ads nabdsca auuapastois k3apd uruuarasca
kdvatai duugnmaibiiascd yaogat s kasnd vanhdus mazda dgmis mananhé ... k3 huudpd
raocasca dat tamasca k3 huudpa xvafnamca dat zaémaca

55 Yast37,1i9d atyazamaidé ahuram mazdgm y5 gamca asamca dat apasca dat uruuardasca
vanuhis raocasca dat bimimca vispaca vohil.

Yast 37,2 ahiia xsadraca mazdndca hauuapanhaisca tdm at yasnangm pauruuatata
yazamaidé yoi gaus haca Siieinti.
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rather preordained. In this context, the names of the gods Dhatr and
Vidhatr appear in a number of passages in the MBh closely connected
to the god Brahma.

Before an examination of this, patterns similar to older concepts
attested in Vedic literature will be reviewed. Passages featuring Dhatr
and Vidhatr can be roughly be divided into a few categories. The first
are passages in which Dhatr and Vidhatr appear only as a part of
a group of gods, and in which nothing is specified about them.* In
SBr 6,1.2.8 and 11,6.3.8, the twelve Adityas are mentioned, but their
names are not specified. By the time of MBh the list of twelve Adityas
had stabilised. The same list of the 12 sons of the goddess Aditi (Dhatr,
Mitra, Aryaman, Indra, Varuna, Amsa, Bhaga, Vivasvant, Pasan, Savitr,
Tvastr, and Visnu”’) appears in MBh 1,59.15-16; 1,114.55 and 12,201.15.
Curiously, in MBh 1,60.49, Dhatr and Vidhatr are sons of the god
Brahma, while Svayambhu (Brahma) created Dhatr in the beginning
in 12,282.10.® However, it is quite clear that Dhatr and Vidhatr are
very often used as names for the god Brahma in MBh. Holtzman
(1884:209f, ft. 6), attempting to distinguish between the usage of Dhatr
and Vidhatr as distinct deities and as an epithet for the god Brahma,
regarded that they appear as distinct deities in such passages, as
mentioned above. Passages such as MBh 1,218.32 can be added,
wherein it is written that Dhatr’s weapon is a bow, a rare iconographic
note that distinguishes him from the god Brahma, who is usually not
depicted with weapons, but with symbols of creation and knowledge,
such as the four Vedas, a wooden ladle (sruva), a noose (pasa), a rosary
(aksamala), and a vessel for water (kamandalu). In 12,15.18,° where
it is said that people bow down before someone because of their power,
but not in front of Brahma, Dhatr, and Pusan, Dhatr is also clearly
distinguished from Brahma (and Pusan).

In some other lists of deities in MBh,® more or fewer gods are
enumerated alongside Dhatr and Vidhatr, but the general tendency is

% MBh 1,59.15-16; 1,114.55; 3,118.12; 4,51.11; 6,116.38; 9,44.4; 12,201.15; 13,15.31;
13,16.22; 13,17.101; 13,17.102; 13,18.47; 13,86.15; 13,135.18; 13,135.64; 13,135.115;
14,42.61.
5 MBh 1,114.55 adds Parjanya, thus resulting in 13 Adityas instead of 12.
% MBh 12,282.10ab
svayambhdr asyjac cagre dhataram lokapdjitam |
% MBh 12,15.18cd
na brahmanam na dhataram na pdsanam katham cana || 18 ||
0 See MBh 3,118.21; 3,125.20; 13,86.15; 14,42.61.
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to list them with Mitra, Varuna, Pusan, Savitr, Tvastr, and others,
following a pattern from the Samhitas and Brahmanas. Dhatr (as
a deity not connected to Brahma) appears in lists of the 1,000 names
of Kesava,” the 1,008 names of Siva,*> and the 108 names of the Sun.®®
Otherwise, he appears as an epithet for a king (3,183.22), Visnu
(1,57.86), Agni (1,22.29), the seer Agastya (3,103.5), Narayana
(12,203.21; 12,321.24), or, most frequently, for Krsna.** As examples
of Dhatr distinguished from Brahma, Modhey (1982-1983:199)
mentions MBh (BE) 7,93.27,% wherein Drona invokes Brahma, Dhatr,
and Vidhatr for Duryodhana’s protection, and MBh (BE) 9,45.23
(MBh [CE] 9,44.21), wherein both Brahma and Dhatr are present at
Skanda’s consecration.

The issue of Dhatr and Vidhatr as epithets of Brahma is in no way
clear, as passages in which their names are directly attested as epithets
for the god Brahma are scarce, unlike the other divinities such as Krsna,
Agni, Prajapati, etc. However, there is good reason to claim that their
names indeed denote the god Brahma in some cases. One example has
been mentioned at the beginning of this paper, in which Draupadi
speaks about Dhatr, referring to him as svayambhu “self-existent” and
pitamaha “great-grandfather” (3,31.35), common epithets for the god
Brahma. Another straightforward example is MBh 8,24.6ft, in which
pitamaha (Brahma), pleased with the austerities performed by the
Asuras, grants them a boon;® a few verses later in 8,24.30f*242,4 (left
out of the Critical Edition), Dhatr is named as the giver of the same
boon® (cf. Holtzman 1884:210, Modhey 1982-1983:199). One other

6 MBh 13,135.18; 64; 115.
62 MBh 13,17.101-102.
6 MBh 3,3.18
% MBh 3,187.4; 6; 53; 5,69.6; 05,149.36; 06,30.9; 6,31.173a; 6,32.33; 6,62.32c; 13,15.31;
13,16.22.
65 In MBh(CE) 7,69.41 Brahma is invoked and in 46 Dhatr and Vidhatr are invoked.
6  MBh 8,24.6
damena tapasa caiva niyamena ca parthiva |
esam pitamahah prito varadah pradadau varan || 6 ||
7 MBh 8,24.30f*242,3-5
ndasakat tany abhedyani yada bhettum puramdarah
purani varadattani dhatra tena naradhipa
tada bhitah surapatir muktva tani purany atha
When the Sacker of cities could not destroy those indestructible cities that had
been granted a boon by the creator, ruler of men, the lord of the gods was terrified.
(Tr. Bowles 2006:315)
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clear example not identified by Holtzman is 12,224, in which Vyasa
describes creation. From 12,224.31 on, Brahma awakens and creates
(srjate) the world (jagat). In 12,224.48-49, Brahma is called Dhatr when
he appoints different qualities to beings according to their earlier deeds.
In 12,327.84, Hayasiras addresses Brahma as Dhatr “Placer” of all
beings,* while Vyasa adds that Brahma is Dhatr, object of meditation
(dheya), in vs. 89b.

As such straightforward examples are quite rare, Holzman
(1884:210) shows a correspondence between the activities of Brahma
and (Vi-)Dhatr through verbal expression. The participle vihita
“ordained, arranged”, which is used for some of the most important
ordinances of Dhatr, is used predicatively with different names of
Brahma, for instance: vihitani svayambhuva “ordained by the Self-
Existent” (1,60.14); vihito brahmana “ordained by the Brahma”
(3,218.43); vihita brahmana (12,181.15); pitamahena... vihito “ordained
by the Grandfather” (3,168.21). Parallel expressions appear using Dhatr
instead of Brahma: vihito ... dhatra dharmah “law ordained by the
Placer” (3,34.53); dhatra vidhir yo vihitah “rule ordained by the Placer”
(3,26.13); and Vidhatr: vidhatrvihitam “ordained by Vidhatr” (1,1.187;
1,99.29); vihitam vidhatra “ordained by Vidhatr” (3,26.15). The case is
similar with some other forms of the verb viVdha. Dhatr appears in
MBh 1,84.9: “...what the Placer has ordained (vidadhati) for me will
surely befall me in this world”®® and Brahma (Narada describes
Brahma’s hall) in MBh 2,11.13: .. .the Grandfather of the world ordains
(vidadhat) the worlds...””. The case is also the same with some other
participles in predicative function, such as nirdista “decreed”. Brahma
thus appears in MBh 3,170.12: “But Brahma has of old decreed
(nirdista) that a human would be their death”” while Dhatr appears
in MBh 9,64.22: “It has been said that the Placer has decreed (nirdista)

% MBh 12,327.84cd
dhata tvam sarvabhatanam tvam prabhur jagato guruh || 84 ||
6 MBh 1,84.9cd
dhata yatha mam vidadhati loke; dhruvam tathaham bhaviteti matva || 9 ||
70 MBh 2,11.13
tasyam sa bhagavan dste vidadhad devamayaya |
svayam eko ‘nisam rajaml lokaml lokapitamahah || 13 ||
7t Tr. by van Buitenen 1983:549.
MBh 3,170.12ef
manuso mrtyur etesam nirdisto brahmana pura || 12 ||
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such a law for mortals”’* The participle dista”™ “appointed, assigned”
is also used predicatively with Dhatr (2,51.25; 2,52.14; 5,39.1; 5,71.4;
9,58.19; 12,20.10) and Brahma (3,169.31).”* A common participle used
as a predicate with both Dhatr and Brahma is systa “discharged,
created”: “Dhatr created riches for sacrifice” (12,20.10a);”® “Dhatr
created you, Kaunteya” (12,27.32)%; “Vidhatr created the all-snatching
Death” (3,46.18);”” “Dhatr created it earlier” (6,72.26);”® see also 9,30.34;
12,66.20; 12,92.11; 12,227.16; 13,14.58; 13,35.4; 13,129.2. Brahma is
associated with srsta and other forms of the verb \/srj in numerous
passages in MBh; “The Self-Existent created (Sri) as a wife to the gods”
(1,189.49);” “You were the first to be created by Brahma” (3,207.13);%
“...created the world with wisdom” 12,224.33,8! etc.®

Hopkins (1915:192) mentions a few passages in which he considers
Dhatr to be Brahma. In MBh 3,20.24, Dhatr ordains that Salva will be
killed by Krsna.*> However, to the best of this author’s knowledge, only

2. MBh 9,64.22ab

idrso martyadharmo ‘yam dhatra nirdista ucyate |

In this passage Duryodhana stricken by Bhima laments his condition.
*  Participle dista appears as substantive in neutrum meaning “fate”. See ft. 86.
7 But also with Mahadeva (Siva): MBh 3,104.22ab mahadevena distam te putrajanma
naradhipa |

“The Great God has disposed the birth of your sons in this manner” (Tr. van Buitenen
1983:425)
> MBh 12,20.10ab

yajidya srstani dhanani dhatra; yastadistah puruso raksita ca |
6 MBh 12,27.32ab

yatha srsto ‘si kaunteya dhatra karmasu tat kuru |
77 See ft. 81.
8 MBh 6,72.26¢ purd dhatra yatha srstam. ..
7% MBh 1,189.49c

srsta svayam devapatni svayambhuva ...
8  MBh 3,207.13ab

tvam agne prathamah srsto brahmana timirapahah |
8 MBh 12,224.33ab

ahar mukhe vibuddhah san srjate vidyaya jagat |
8  For Brahma as a creator see Hopkins 1915:198-202; Bailey 1983:85-127 (see also
Bailey for further literature).
8 MBh 3,20.24

krsnah samkalpito dhatra tan na mithya bhaved iti |

myrtyur asya mahabaho rane devakinandanah || 24 | |

“Champion, you may not kill Silva under any condition! Withdraw the arrow, for he
is not to be slain by you. Not a man in battle is safe from this arrow, but, strong-armed
warrior, the Placer has ordained that Devaki’s son Krsna is to be his death, and that may
not be gainsaid” (Tr. van Buitenen 1983:261)
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Dhatr appears in this episode, with no direct statement that Brahma
is Dhatr. The second is MBh (BE) 3,173.8, in which Svayambhu appears
and gives a boon to Daityas, but only Svayambhu appears in this
episode, not Dhatr.

Dhatr appears in MBh in the non-fatalistic sense in a number of
passages in which the same characteristics from Vedic literature are
followed. In MBh 1,69.30, a voice from the sky tells Duhsanta that
he is a placer (dhatr) who planted a child in Sakuntala’s womb.* This
bears resemblance to AS (S) 5,25.4-5 and 10, in which Dhatr is
invoked to plant a male child in a woman’s womb. In some passages,
Dhatr is the one who establishes dharma (3,34.53; 9,30.34; 12,66.20).%
In 9,30.34, Yudhisthira scolds Duryodhana, who took shelter after
battle, and exclaims that dharma ordained by Dhatr for warriors is
bravery. Dhatr also ordains the duties of the twice-born according
to their social status (13,35.4).8¢ In 12,15.35, Dhatr is credited with
the creation of punishment (danda), which is important for
maintaining law and order and protecting dharma and the
varnasrama system. Dhatr also created the brahmanas, who are
regarded as gods among mortals for saving the worlds in 13,129.2.
Dhatr is associated with the formation of the ksatriya social class in
2,19.48, where it is said that he has put his own might in the arms
of the ksatriyas.®’

He is also associated with Death (Yama) in 12,227.16, where it is
said that he creates beings and drags them to Yama’s abode;* in 3,46.18,

8 MBh 1,69.30cd

tvam casya dhata garbhasya satyam aha sakuntald || 30 || Repeated in 1,69.30.
8  MBh 3,34.53cd

esa te vihito rajan dhatra dharmah sanatanah || 53 ||

MBh 12,66.20ab

yah sthitah puruso dharme dhatra srste yatharthavat |

MBh 9,30.34ab

esa te prathamo dharmah srsto dhatra mahatmana |
8  MBh 13,35.4

atra gatha brahmagitah kirtayanti puravidah |

srstva dvijatin dhata hi yathapdrvam samadadhat || 4 | |
&  In MBh 10,3.18 Prajapati (Brahma?) ordained (vidhaya) tasks for four social classes.
He also assigned (samadhatta) different qualities to each them.
8  MBh 12,227.16cd

dhatra srstani bhatani krsyante yamasadanam || 16 | |

See also 12,230.20ab

dhatedam prabhavasthanam bhitanam samyamo yamah |
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Vidhatr is the creator of all-snatching death.* Dhatr’s connection to
death is not new, as it is already attested in the funeral hymn RS 10,18.5,
in which he arranges the natural sequence by which the older die before
the younger; see also AS (S) 8,1.15; 19,20.1 and TaittBr 3,12.9.6.

In 5,103.4 Garuda complains to Indra that he interfered in the
natural process of living and dying set by Dhatr when he granted
prolonged life to the serpent Sumukha, whom Garugda wanted to eat
and use to feed his family when he dies. Indra intervened and disturbed
the process ordained by Dhatr, which is understood as natural. Dhatr
is connected with the distribution of food in 12,277.18, where he
ordains (vihita) food for everyone on earth.”

In MBh 12,251.22, Dhatr even commences the practice of
moneylending® in order to harmonize social differences in society;
a few verses later, in 12,251.25, Vidhatr is said to have ordained signs
of dharma and adharma in order to ensure welfare in the world
(lokasamgraha).

In a number of passages, Dhatr and Vidhatr are associated with the
beauty of women: Dhatr creates TapatTs beauty in 1,160.30; Vidhatr is
responsible for Draupadi’s beauty in 1,182.13; Dhatr places a birthmark
between DamayantT’s eyebrows as a sign of good fortune in 3,66.6.

In 12,329.27, Dhatr makes a thunderbolt (vajra) for Indra out of
the bones of Dadhica (In RS 1,32, Tvastr makes the vajra for Indra!).
In chapter 13,38.30, characterized by misogyny, Dhatr is casually
mentioned as the ordainer of worlds, from whom five great elements
originated.

Dhatr and Vidhatr are closely associated with fatalistic doctrines
in many passages in MBh. Such passages will be examined in the
following paragraphs.

The first time Vidhatr appears in a fatalistic context is at the
beginning, in MBh 1,1.187, in which Samjaya consoles grief-stricken
King Dhrtarastra after the loss of his sons. Vidhatr appears here as
a deity that ordains one’s destiny, being, and happiness. Also, the word
kala (“Time”) appears in its fatalistic aspect in the same verse.

&  MBh 3,46.18cd

srsto ‘ntakah sarvaharo vidhatra; bhaved yatha tadvad aparaniyah || 18 ||
% MBh12,277.18ab

dhatra vihitabhaksyani sarvabhitani medinim |
° MBh 12,251.22cd

etasmat karanad dhatra kusidam sampravartitam || 22 ||
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No one steps beyond the path the Ordainer has ordained. All this is
rooted in Time to be or not to be, to be happy or not to be happy. Time
ripens the creatures. Time rots them. And Time again puts out the Time
that burns down the creatures. (Tr. Buitenen 1983:30)

This passage appears as a fine example of fatalistic kalavada in the
context of what Vassilkov calls heroic didactics. Another comparable
example can be found in the Santiparvan (12,26), in which Vyasa
consoles grieving Yudhisthira, telling him not to grieve because man’s
destiny is ordained by Vidhatr, and that man achieves everything only
through Time (kala). It is interesting to note Vyasa’s words that man
will not attain his purpose through intelligence and study of the
scripture if the Time is not ripe.”

In 1,84.7, Yayati, whom Indra casts from heaven, sings a praise to
Fate (daiva),”* which is superior to human effort:

Good luck or ill luck, if man will find it. It is fate that found it, not
his own doing.

So understanding that fate is stronger one does not get overly happy
or upset. (Tr. Buitenen 1983:30)%

In this passage, it should be noted that (a) Yayati clearly extols Fate
over human effort, and (b) this fatalistic notion is set within the frame
of spiritual didactics — predeterminism actually humbles man and
detaches him from worldly things, since his actions do not control his

%2 MBh 1,1.187

vidhatrvihitam margam na kas cid ativartate |

kalamalam idam sarvam bhavabhavau sukhdasukhe || 187 ||

kalah pacati bhatani kalah samharati prajah |

nirdahantam prajah kalam kalah Samayate punah || 188 ||
% MBh 12,26.5cd-6ab

paryayayogad vihitam vidhatra; kalena sarvam labhate manusyah || 5 ||

na buddhisastradhyayanena Sakyam;, praptum visesair manujair akale |
%  Usual terms for Fate in MBh, besides kala “time”, are dista, daiva, vidhi, vidhana,
and vihita. For a discussion on these terms, see Schrader (1902: 21-23) and Bailey (1983:
141-159). Schrader also discusses other terms like bhavitavya, bhavya, hatha, and
bhagadheya. For a reflection on terms dista and daiva in the context of the dice game
(dyata), see Gonc-Moacanin (2005:159-162).
% MBh 1,84.7

sukham hi jantur yadi vapi duhkham daivadhinam vindati natmasaktya |

tasmad distam balavan manyamano na samjvaren napi hrsyet kada cit || 7 | |
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fortune. This motif will be predominant in fatalistic passages framed
within the didactic part of the epics in later books. A few verses later,
in 1,84.9, Dhatr is introduced as a deity that presides over ones turn
of events in this fatalist context:

In danger, Astaka, I never falter, and no anxiety hurts my mind,
I know that that is sure to befall me what the Disposer (Dhatr) has
set for me. (Tr. Buitenen 1983:30)%°

In these examples, Dhatr does not appear to be connected directly
to the god Brahma. He is a deity presiding over personal destiny, and
one can only adopt an attitude of indifference before his power in the
sense of cultivating dispassion.

The next episode in which Dhatr plays even a more significant role
is the dice game (dyiita) in the Sabhaparvan. Fatalistic notions appear
quite often in the Dyitaparvan,” and it is no wonder that Dhatr is
found there. Renate S6hnen-Thieme (1999:142) summarizes the role
of fate® in the dice game and its consequences: “Thus it is fate that
demands that the game of dice takes place, fate that will culminate in
the great battle, no doubt; and Dhrtarastra and Yudhisthira has to
succumb to it” Fatalist notions are frequently uttered by Dhrtarastra,
who often invokes irreversible destiny to justify his decision to permit
Duryodhana’s plan for the dice game.” In MBh 2,51.25 Dhrtarastra
exclaims:

No quarrel bothers me, Steward, here,

For otherwise fate would run counter to dicing.

This world submits to the Placer’s design,

And thus does the world run, not by itself. (Tr. Buitenen 1983:124)'%

%  MBh 1,84.9

bhaye na muhyamy astakaham kada cit; samtapo me manaso ndsti kas cit |

dhata yatha mam vidadhati loke; dhruvam tathaham bhaviteti matva || 9 ||
7 For the structure and text-history of the Dyitaparvan, see Séhnen-Thieme (1999).
% For the role of fate in the dice game and a comprehensive bibliography regarding
dydta and dista/daiva, see Gonc-Moacanin (2005:159-162).
% (Cf. Lipner (1994:180), who claims that, besides Dhrtarastra, Yudhisthira also uses
fate only as a cover-up for his passion in gambling.
0o MBh 2,51.25

neha ksattah kalahas tapsyate mam; na ced daivam pratilomam bhavisyat |

dhatra tu distasya vase kiledam; sarvam jagac cestati na svatantram || 25 ||
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Dhrtarastra’s phrase dhatra tu distasya vase kiledam from 2,51.25
(“this [world] submits to Dhatr’s design”) is repeated by Yudhisthira
in 2,52.14'" when he leaves for Hastinapura for the dice game,
exclaiming that Fate (daiva) takes away one’s reason and that man obeys
Dhatr’s authority as if bound with a noose.> Dhatr is again invoked
by Yudhisthira in MBh 2,52.18, another fateful moment when the
Pandavas return for the second game of dice:

It is at the disposing of the Placer that creatures find good or ill.
There is no averting of either, if we must play again. (Tr. van Buitenen
1983:158)'.

According to S6hnen-Thieme (1999:142), chapters 51 and 52, where
fatalistic notions appear, contain the highest percentage of padas typical
of older, tristubh metre; it is quite likely that such passages may go back
to the fairly older time of metrical Upanisads. These tristubhs, which
contain fatalist notions and Dhatr’s name, may present remnants of an
older version of the narrative that has been amalgamated or substituted
by the anustubh narrative (S6hnen-Thieme 1999:152).

From MBh 3,31 to 3,37 a discourse takes place between Draupadi
and Yudhisthira (referenced to at the beginning of this paper) in which
Dhatr and Vidhatr are often mentioned (Dhatr 18 times and Vidhatr
3 times). At the beginning, Dhatr appears in a strict fatalist sense - man
is not independent in his actions, but rather Dhatr determines
everything. He sets down everything for the creatures, happiness and
unhappiness, pleasure and sorrow (3,31.21); man follows Dhatr’s
command like a pearl strung on a string, like a bull held by its nose
ring (3,31.25); creatures fall before his power like straw blown away by

01 MBh 2,52.14
mahabhayah kitavah samnivista; mayopadha devitaro ‘tra santi |
dhatra tu distasya vase kiledam; nadevanam kitavair adya tair me || 14 ||
Most dangerous gamblers have been collected,
Who are sure to play with wizard tricks.
But this world obeys the Placer’s design -
I do not refuse now to play with those gamblers. (Tr. van Buitenen 1981:126)
02 MBh 2,52.18
daivam prajiiam tu musnati tejas caksur ivapatat |
dhatus ca vasam anveti pasair iva narah sitah || 18 ||
03 MBh 2,67.3
dhatur niyogad bhatani prapnuvanti Subhasubham |
na nivrttis tayor asti devitavyam punar yadi || 3 ||
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the wind (3,31.28); the body is only his tool (3,31.30). Man is not
independent in his action, he is tossed around like a tree trunk in
ariver (3,31.26). At the end of 3,31, Draupadi reviles Dhatr for allowing
the outrages that befell her and Pandavas at the hand of Kauravas. In
his answer (3,32), Yudhisthira extols dharma, warns Draupadi that
what she is saying is heresy (ndstikya), and that she should not revile
Dhatr and dharma (3,32.14). He exclaims that dharma always bears
fruit, and that Dhatr distributes fruit according to man’s actions:

No, knowing that the Placer gives the rewards when the weal is
assured, they have always practiced the Law, Krsna, for that is the eternal
Law. This Law bears fruit; Law is never said to be fruitless; for we see that
learning and austerity also bear fruit. (Tr. Van Buitenen 1983:283)'%

Yudhisthira’s speech is undoubtedly directed against fatalism, which
he regards as heresy. Draupadi soon calms down and assents to
Yudhisthira. In 3,33.20, Draupadi says:

When a man does anything, whether good or bad, know that it was
ordained by the Placer, arising as the fruit of acts done before. (Tr. van
Buitenen 1983:20)'%

This passage is important because Dhatr no longer controls one’s
destiny, but is rather the one who regulates the law of the proper
distribution of the fruit of action. Draupadi strongly condemns fatalism
in 3,33.12, claiming that he who believes that everything in the world
is fate or chance is an outcast (apasada); then she praises action.'®
With the words namo dhatre vidhatre ca “Homage to Placer and
Ordainer” (3,38.25), she pays her respect by forsaking her heresy.

104 MBh 3,32.28

phaladam tv iha vijfidya dhataram sSreyasi dhruve |

dharmam te hy dcaran krsne tad dhi dharmasanatanam || 28 ||
105 MBh 3,33.20

yad dhy ayam purusah kim cit kurute vai subhasubham |

tad dhatrvihitam viddhi pdrvakarmaphalodayam || 20 ||
106 MBh 3,33.11

yas ca distaparo loke yas cayam hathavadakah |

ubhav apasadav etau karmabuddhih prasasyate || 11 ||

“The man who believes that everything in the world is fate and the one who
professes that it is chance are both apostate; it is the spirit to act that is extolled”
(Tr. van Buitenen 1983:284).
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The idea that Dhatr ordains man’s destiny according to his past
deeds appears in some other passages in MBh as well. In a discourse
between the brahmana Kausika and a hunter (3,198),'” the hunter
exclaims that what he does for his living is terrible, but that he is only
following the work Dhatr has ordained for him.'”® However, it is
important to note that this is not ordained by Dhatr’s whimsical will,
but rather by the hunter’s past deeds:

No doubt, my living is loathsome, but the Ordinance of our previous
deeds is powerful and hard to pass by, brahmin. This is the resultant evil
of the evil I did before... (Tr. van Buitenen 1981:623)'%

In 12,224.48-49, Dhatr appoints different pairs of qualities such as
violence-nonviolence, mildness-cruelty, dharma-adharma, and truth-
falsehood to beings on account of their previous deeds. In 12,277.18,
in which it is said that Dhatr ordained food, it is also said that the fruit
is actually determined by people’s deeds. In these passages, Dhatr is
responsible for the rightful distribution of the fruit of action, i.e. for
the functioning of the law of karman.

Dhatr appears quite frequently in the MBh in the strict fatalistic
sense in which man’s actions do not determine his destiny, especially
later in the Santiparvan. In 4,19, Draupadi laments her position to
Bhima and exclaims that she must have done something to displease
Dhatr (4,19.13)."° It is worth noting that 12,105.30 states that evil-
minded people blame Dhatr when deprived of their fortunes.'"!

97 For a detailed discussion on this discourse, see Hill 2001:16-21. Hill (2001:21)
observes that this discourse, although introducing the idea that final escape from
karman can be achieved only through escaping from the cycle of birth and death, still
advocates the observance of dharma in this world and those duties prescribed by the
varpasrama system.
108 MBh 3,198.20ab

dhatra tu vihitam parvam karma svam palayamy aham |
109 MBh 3,199.1cd-2

yad aham hy dcare karma ghoram etad asamSayam || 1 ||
vidhis tu balavan brahman dustaram hi purakrtam |
purakrtasya papasya karmadoso bhavaty ayam || 2 ||
10 MBh 4,19.13ab

ndanam hi balaya dhatur maya vai vipriyam krtam |
1 MBh 12,105.30

purastad bhatapdrvatvad dhinabhagyo hi durmatih |

dhataram garhate nityam labdharthams ca na mrsyate || 30 ||
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In the Udyogaparvan 5,39.1, the phrase dhatra tu distasya vase
kilayam appears for the third time, and Dhatr appears in a fatalistic
passage in 5,71.4 directly connected to warrior ethics, in which it is
said that “victory or destruction on the battlefield has been ordained
eternally by Dhatr”''* Dhrtarastra admires his army in 6,72, and
exclaims that if it is to be destroyed, it can only be through Fate (dista);
he invokes Dhatr again in 6,72.26, comforting himself by saying that
what Dhatr created (srsta) cannot be averted.'” It is worth noting that
Samjaya exclaims that Dhrtarastra’s own mistakes actually brought this
war in the next verse (6,73.1). The next passage in which Dhatr appears
three times is concerned with Sikhandin(i), where Bhisma exclaims
that Dhatr is the one who made Sikhandini a woman (6,94.17; 6,104.41),
but that she became a man through Fate (daiva) (6,108.18).

In 7,118.41, soldiers commenting on Satyaki’s unlawful killing of
Bhiurisravas say that his killing was ordained (vihita) by Dhatr, and
that it is not Satyaki’s fault. This is comparable to MBh 3,20.24, in which
Dhatr ordains that Salva will be killed by Krsna. It is no wonder to hear
such exclamations when Dhatr (alongside Indra, Agni, Brhaspati, and
Savitr) appoints (nyadhuh) the time of someone’s death in AS (S)
19,20.1. It should be also emphasized that fatalism in Satyaki’s case
again serves as justification for a heros doubtful behaviour. In 9,58.19,
Yudhisthira laments the tragic consequences of Duryodhana’s acts and
exclaims that “It has surely been ordained by the powerful, great-souled
Dhatr that we wish to do you harm and that you wish to do us harm™**

Dhatr is mentioned in a conversation between Indra and Sri, who
has just departed from the demon Bali’s body. This dialogue is set
amidst a group of dialogues between Indra and the demons Prahlada,
Bali, and Namuci, all of whom preach fatalistic doctrines. In 12,218.10,
Sri explains the reason for his leaving Bali’s body; neither Dhatr nor
Vidhatr control her, but rather time (kala) elapsed. In the next dialogue
in 12,219, the demon Namuci, like Bali, lost his splendour (sr7) due to

12 MBh 5,71.4ab
Jayo vadho va samgrame dhatra distah sanatanah |
13 MBh 6,72.26
atha va bhavyam evam hi samjayaitena sarvatha |
pura dhatra yatha srstam tat tatha na tad anyatha || 26 ||
4 MBh 9,58.19
ninam etad balavata dhatradistam mahatmana |
vad vayam tvam jighamsamas tvam casman kurusattama || 19 ||
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Fate. It is interesting to note verse 12,219.20, in which Namuci says
that a mortal man cannot obtain that which is unobtainable even
through the power of the Vedic mantras, wisdom, or any human
exertion (paurusa).'” Namuci also mentions Dhatr in 12,219.11:
“Whatever Dhatr decides over and over again, there a being dwells,
not wherever it wishes”!'¢ Several verses later (12,219.21), Namuci
explains that he lost his splendour because Dhatr ordained it (vidadhuh)
in ancient times. Namuci expounds the view that Fate gives or takes
away regardless of human actions. There is no mention of good or bad
action determining the quality of one’s next life. When Namuci says
in 12,219.17 that “whatever condition befalls one, one should remain
calm without suffering pain”'?, it becomes understandable that he
preaches fatalism as a kind of spiritual didactics that helps reach
equanimity of mind towards all twists of fate, quite the same as in
Yayati’s speech in MBh 1,84. Dhatr ordains what ought to happen; there
is no reason to lament, for man is not an agent of his own deeds.

In the Ramayana Dhatr appears only six times, while Vidhatr
appears three times. In 1,48.14, it is said that Ahalya is as beautiful as
if Dhatr created her. In 2,22.2, he is enumerated with Pisan, Bhaga,
and Aryaman; the shrines of Brahma, Agni, Visnu, Mahendra,
Vivasvant, Soma, Bhaga, Kubera, Dhatr, Vidhatr, and Vayu are
mentioned in 3,11.18, while he is mentioned as a son of Aditi in 2,86.21.
He is mentioned in a sense resembling instances of fatalistic notions
in the MBh in 7,47.3, in which Sita laments after being banished that
Dhatr created her body only for it to suffer miseries.""® These accounts
are quite consistent with accounts in other Sanskrit literature; Dhatr is
enumerated alongside the other Adityas, he is Aditi’s son, he created
the beauty of woman, and he is blamed for calamities.

15 MBh 12,219.20
na mantrabalaviryena prajfiaya paurusena va |
alabhyam labhate martyas tatra ka paridevana || 20 ||
16 MBh 12,219.11
vatra yatraiva samyunkte dhata garbham punah punah |
tatra tatraiva vasati na yatra svayam icchati || 11 ||
7 MBh 12,219.17ab
yam yam avastham puruso ‘dhigacchet; tasyam rametaparitapyamanah |
8 Rm 7,47.3
mamikeyam tanur ninam srsta duhkhaya laksmana |
dhatra yasyas tatha me 'dya duhkhamdrtih pradrsyate || 3 ||
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Concluding Remarks

On the basis of the material presented in this paper, a few conclusions
will be proposed here. Firstly, from the Rk-Samhita onwards, Dhatr and
Vidhatr appear both as epithets for or aspects of different gods
(Visvakarman, Indra, Agni, Strya, Vayu, and Prajapati) and as distinct
deities. In Avesta, datar- denotes the ordaining aspect of Ahura Mazda
(and Amasa Spantas); furthermore, a number of Ahura Mazdas activities
that are traditionally regarded as creative are described with the verb
da- (<*dha). According to Kellens (1989), the verb da- in Old Avestan
texts means “to place, to set up”. This divine aspect or epithet that ordains
the universe is comparable to accounts in RS in which Dhatr arranges
the orderly sequence of life and death (RS 10,18.5), or in which he places
the Sun and Moon, heaven and earth, midspace and sunlight in their
proper order (RS 10,190.3). Ahura Mazda sets the path of the sun and
that of the stars in Yasna 44,3-5. Dhatr arranges what exists in AS (S)
10,6.21, and he upholds the Earth, Sky, and Sun in AS (S) 6,60.3. Verbal
correspondence (skt. dha and av. da < iir. *dha) and correspondence in
meaning and function speak in favour of the Indo-Iranian background
of the concept of dhatr. As no epithet *vidatar- is found on the Iranian
side, it is possible that the concept of vidhatr developed only on the
Indian side following the model of dha>dhatr. The fact that Dhatr
appears much more often than Vidhatr and their synonymous appearance
can be added as an argument for the assumption that vidhatr might have
developed later on the Indian subcontinent.

Other functions also appeared by the time of RS and the later
Sambhitas, such as the conception of a child (“placing” embryo in the
womb). In AS, he is further associated with marriage (securing
a husband), rain, prosperity, and health. In many passages in Vedic
literature, Dhatr and Vidhatr appear alongside other gods, usually
“agent gods” like Savitr and Tvastr or the Adityas Aryaman, Mitra,
Varuna, Amsa, Bhaga, Indra, and Vivasvant. Dhatr is referred to as
a son of Aditi at least from Maitrayani-Samhita onwards. The process
of stabilizing the number of the 12 Adityas, the sons of Aditi, appears
to have been completed and systematized by the time of the epics.

Most of Dhatr’s characteristics from Vedic literature are maintained
in the epics, although he appears in a new, fatalist context in the
Mahabharata. Dhatr and Vidhatr appear as gods directly associated
with a fatalist world-view. In this fatalistic context, they appear to be
connected to Brahma, although Draupadt’s discourse with Yudhisthira
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in 3.31-33 is the only fatalistic passage in which Dhatr is directly
connected to the god Brahma. Nevertheless, the question arises as to
how Dhatr was identified with Brahma. In Indo-Iranian prehistory,
Dhatr (iir. *dhaHtar) was an aspect of or epithet for the highest Lord;
Iranian evidence (datar as an epithet of Ahura Mazda) points towards
the Indo-Iranian *Asura,"” one of the names of the highest Lord whose
name is not preserved.’® By the time of the Sanskrit epics, Dhatr’s
ordaining characteristics were mixed with the creative characteristic
of gods like Vi$vakarman, Tvastr, and Prajapati; in MBh, Dhatr’s actions
are expressed with the verb Vsyj “to emit, discharge, create”, while in
RS and AS the verb \/klp “to be well ordered, regulated” is used (RV
10,18.5; 10,190.3; AV[S] 10,6.21). The verb viVdha “to ordain, arrange”
is used in the Brahmanas (SBr 9,5.1.35) and frequently in the epics.
According to Jezi¢’s study of the transfer of divine attributes (1987:99;
1989-90:173), Tvastr developed out of iir. *Asura, who developed out
of the Indo-European supreme divinity. The same divine attributes
were taken on by the creator God Prajapati in the era of the Brahmanas
and by the three great gods in the epics. The god Brahma in the epics,
according to Jezi¢’s table (1989-90:167), was the successor to the divine
attributes of the supreme deity. This helps provide an understanding
of how Dhatr became identified with the god Brahma in the epics,
because av. datar- is an ordaining aspect of Ahura Mazda, who
developed out of iir. *Asura, while Brahma, according to Jezi¢, inherited
attributes of an old supreme divinity out of whom iir. *Asura developed.
In the epics, in addition to his ordaining and arranging role, Dhatr
took on a creative role and became intertwined with Brahma, who also
took characteristics of older creator deities like Vis§vakarman (with
whom he was identified in RS 10,82.2-3), and with Prajapati on the
Brahmana level (SBr 9,5.1.35-38). Fatalism might have already existed
in the times of the epics in warrior circles'?' as “warrior-didactics’, as

9 Thieme 1960:308 observes that the correspondence of the Rgvedic asura and the
Avestic ahura establishes a Proto-Aryan (Indo-Iranian) religious form. See also Jezi¢
1989-90:165, according to whom Varuna developed out of iir. *Asura on the Indian side
and Ahura Mazda on the Iranian side.

120 According to Kuiper (1984): “The Old Iranian high god was historically identical
with Varuna (in part also with the dual deity Mitra ‘Varuna), but had no proper name.”
21 According to Scheftelowitz (1929:7), fatalistic ideas in the Sanskrit epics are rooted
in astrology, a religiously systematised prediction of the future. Scheftelowitz, however,
sees all fatalistic material in MBh as quite young, as astrology is comparatively late.
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claimed by Vassilkov (1999:28). This heroic fatalism might have
incorporated Dhatr into its world-view, supposing that his “ordaining”
role, known since Vedic times, developed into a “preordaining” role in
the epics. On the other hand, Dhatr might have become associated
with ascetics, preaching fatalism as a kind of spiritual didactics meant
to cultivate dispassion and impassiveness towards turns of events (in
the discourse of Namuci and Indra in 12.219 and Yayati in 1,84).
Another development of the fatalist doctrine with Dhatr as its presiding
deity can be seen in the episodes of Draupadi (3,31-34) and the
conversation between the hunter and brahmana Kausika (3,198), in
which Dhatr determines people’s destiny according to their past deeds,
thus harmonizing fatalism and Dhatr with karman retribution theory.

Abbreviations

AiBh Aitareya-Brahmana

av. Avestan

AV (P) Atharva-Samhita Paippalada
AS (5) Atharva-Samhita Saunaka
BAU Brhadaranyaka-Upanisad
BhG Bhagavad-Gita

Chu Chandogya-Upanisad

ie. Indo-European

iir. Indo-Iranian

KaU Katha-Upanisad

KS Katha-Samhita

MBh (BE) Mahabharata Bombay Edition
MBh (BE) Mahabharata Critical Edition
MaitS Maitrayani-Samhita

PafcBr Paficavim$a-Brahmana

Rm Ramayana

RS Rk-Samhita

skt. Sanskrit

SBr Satapatha-Brahmana

SvU Svetasvatara-Upanisad
TaittBr Taittirlya-Brahmana

TaittS Taittiriya-Samhita

vd Vendidad

VS Vajasaneyi-Samhita

YV Yajur-Veda
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