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Abstract

In the contemporary world it is very difficult to follow the dharma for all sections of the society. The people grapple to deal
with moral complexities, ethics, and righteousness, where there is corruption, betrayal, and competition in every aspect of
human life. In this regard Gurucharan Das’s non-fictional novel The Difficulty of Being Good makes a pathway for modern
humans to tackle the dilemma of life that arises with modern problems and follow the path of Dharma in their life. It is the
retelling of Mahabharata from the perspective of corporate leaders and political figures. The book itself has the main idea
centres on examining dharma i.e. the concept of duty and righteousness and the complex, often unclear nature of right and
wrong, as illustrated in the epic Mahabharata. This paper will also explore the deeper understanding of the nuanced idea
of dharma, pushing the reader to rethink what they consider right and wrong in the modern context. The methodology
used for the findings are subjective and descriptive as it is very important to know the correlation between the modern
human life and righteousness i.e. dharma. The paper will answer the reader with some of the questions like- “why be good?’,
“Why does it often seem like wrongdoing wins?’, “why should someone stick to their values when the world around them
often feels uncaring or harsh?” etc. These questions are cardinal to be answered in life of a human being and this paper
will revolve into answering these questions and focus on morality of life as well with the perspective of the author
Gurucharan Das’s select work.
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Introduction

Ethics and Morality are the important pillars of human existence in our society and in the contemporary
world it becomes very important to maintain it because it will eventually pass to the next generation. But
the existence of two opposite concepts i.e. dharma and evil put the human thought process into a dilemma
that what he/she will get by following the path of righteousness, on the contrary, evil is winning by all
wrongdoings. The novel The Difficulty of Being Good by Gurucharan Das explores this ambiguity and
dilemma and talks about the goodness of life, as it is the only solution to the dilemma. He engages with the
Mahabharata to explore the timeless ethical question, "Why should one choose to be good?" He finds that
the epic, with its complex moral dilemmas and shades of grey, reflects the real-life struggles and
uncertainties that ordinary people face when making ethical decisions. Unlike the rigid, black-and-white
moral frameworks often promoted in today's polarised and fundamentalist discourse, the Mahabharata
acknowledges the ambiguity of human choices. This makes the epic more relevant and relatable, as it offers
a nuanced understanding of morality that aligns more closely with lived human experience.

Walter Lippmann, an American writer, argues that true happiness does not come simply from fulfilling all
our desires. Instead, it arises from maintaining a sense of balance in life and living according to a consistent
set of values or beliefs. These beliefs act as a guiding framework that helps individuals manage and organise
their desires, giving their lives meaning, direction and inner harmony. In other words, happiness is found
not in indulging every want, but in living a disciplined and purposeful life shaped by deeper convictions.
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Discussion

Why be good? Why invest energy in kindness in a world where there is no certainty that such goodness will
be returned? What compels a person to rise above self-interest and act selflessly? Can someone labelled as
‘bad’ never act with goodness? And doesn’t even the ‘good’ sometimes falter into wrongdoing? These
timeless moral dilemmas form the core of every chapter in this book. As the narrative unfolds and we
examine the series of events that culminated in the Great War, we are offered various perspectives on the
essential message that the Mahabharata seeks to convey—its profound teaching on Dharma.

“A man who wishes to profess goodness at all times will come to ruin among so many

who are not so good. Hence it is necessary for a prince who wishes to maintain his

position to learn how not to be good, and to use this knowledge . . . according to

necessity.” (Gurcharan Das, The Difficulty of Being Good p.n. 286)
Mahatma Gandhi's quote, "An eye for an eye only ends up making the whole world blind," delivers a strong
ethical message that guides human behaviour. Essentially, it highlights how revenge and retaliation are
pointless and harmful. Instead of solving problems, they continue the chain of violence and hurt. The quote
calls on us to rise above vengeance and choose peace, showing that responding to wrongs with more wrongs
only leads to more damage for everyone involved.

“However, ‘tit-for-tat’ should not be confused with an aggressive strategy. It calls for

presenting a friendly face to the world—the first move in the game is always to be nice.

Yudhishthira presents an affable face during the interminable peace negotiations. And

he will make an exceptionally generous offer to Duryodhana, as we shall soon see. The

difference is that Yudhishthira is no longer willing to be exploited. It has taken him

thirteen long years to realise that Draupadi may have been right.” (Gurcharan Das, The

Difficulty of Being Good p.n. 82)
The Mahabharata's rich world and its deeply nuanced characters remain a marvel of literary genius, even
today. For generations of Indians, these tales have served as a kind of spiritual and moral guide—a portable
scripture, filled with proverbs, wisdom and insights that could be drawn upon in all walks oflife. In his book,
Gurcharan Das attempts to distil the essence of this vast epic, extracting individual lessons from its many
narratives. His effort to bring clarity to such a complex and layered text is ambitious, akin to drawing pearls
from the depths of an ocean. Yet, he succeeds in illuminating the enduring relevance and moral complexity
of the Mahabharata.

The title of the novel The Difficulty of Being Good: On the Subtle Art of Dharma reflects Gurcharan Das’s
interpretation of Dharma, which he describes as a subtle art. Much like art, which varies depending on the
artist’s perspective, the concept of Dharma is subjective—it changes according to the individual who
upholds it. Throughout the book, we witness how different characters interpret Dharma in their own ways
to justify their choices and actions. In some sense, each of them is right, yet each of them is also flawed. For
instance, Duryodhana believed his Dharma demanded that he resist watching his rivals thrive while he
himself fell behind. Draupadi’s sense of Dharma compelled her to stand up for her dignity, even when the
men around her failed to support her. Yudhishthira clung rigidly to his idea of duty, while Arjuna questioned
whether it was morally right to fight the war at all. Bhishma’s Dharma was rooted in selflessness and loyalty,
while Krishna took a more pragmatic approach—believing that outcomes mattered more than rigid rules,
even if that meant resorting to manipulation in battle.

“One should never do to another what one regards as injurious to oneself. This, in

brief, is the law of dharma. —Mahabharata XVII1.113.8” (Gurcharan Das, The Difficulty

of Being Good p.n. 256)
The book goes beyond simply praising or accepting the Mahabharata as a sacred text. Instead, Das critically
engages with it, exploring how its teachings hold up when applied to the complexities of real life. He
evaluates how the epic’s moral lessons relate to our present-day world by drawing comparisons between
its characters and modern figures in politics, business, and society. Through these comparisons, the author
shows how the moral dilemmas faced by the characters in the Mahabharata still resonate deeply, offering
insight to anyone navigating ethical challenges in today’s complex reality.

The Mahabharata, in many ways, mirrors our own lives. Though it is an ancient epic that encourages high
moral values, it remains deeply grounded in the realities of human nature. The traits and struggles of
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characters like Duryodhana and Arjuna reflect emotions and conflicts that ordinary people still experience
today. One particularly powerful chapter focuses on Bhishma's selflessness, highlighted by the phrase: "Be
intent on the act, not on its fruits.” This teaching, spoken by Krishna to Arjuna on the battlefield, addresses
Arjuna’s inner conflict about participating in the war. The only justification the epic offers for Arjuna’s
involvement is simply that he must. This idea, known as nishkama karma—acting without attachment to
the outcome—is a key moral lesson explored in the book.

“I have learned that the Mahabharata is about the way we deceive ourselves, how we

are false to others, how we oppress fellow human beings, and how deeply unjust we

are in our day-to-day lives. But is this moral blindness an intractable human condition,

or can we change it? Some of our misery is the result of the way the state also treats

us, and can we redesign our institutions to have a more sympathetic government?”

(Gurcharan Das, The Difficulty of Being Good p.n. 277)
Nishkama karma is the principle of performing one's duty without attachment to the results—is a central
idea in the Bhagavad Gita and a significant ethical contribution of the Mahabharata. It teaches selfless
action, where one does not act for personal reward but out of a sense of duty. In the chapter where
Gurcharan Das discusses this concept, he shares a touching example from his own life that his father’s
unwavering commitment to his responsibilities. This personal story deepens the reader’s appreciation of
nishkama karma and brings the concept to life.

“What sort of ideas, I wondered, might help to give meaning to life when one is in the

midst of fundamentalist persons of all kinds who believe that they have a monopoly

on truth and some are even willing to kill to prove that?” (Gurcharan Das, The Difficulty

of Being Good Prelude xxxvi)
The root of the war in the Mahabharata can be traced back to powerful human emotions—Duryodhana’s
envy of the Pandavas' grand city of Indraprastha and Yudhishthira’s unchecked desire, or obsession, with
gambling in hopes of expanding his power. Envy, while often seen negatively, can sometimes push
individuals to improve themselves by striving to match or surpass what others have. But if left unchecked,
it can become a destructive force aimed at dragging others down. Both envy and greed are deeply ingrained
in human nature and still shape our modern world. The downfall of communism was partly driven by
internal envy among people, while the flaws of capitalism are often linked to excessive greed. Rather than
trying to eliminate these emotions entirely, society should focus on guiding and transforming them into
positive, constructive energy. In this sense, envy is the shadow that haunts socialism, while greed is the
underlying flaw in capitalism.

“Envy is a sin of socialism, greed is the failing of capitalism”

(Gurcharan Das, The Difficulty of Being Good p.n. 287)
Draupadi’s powerful question, “What is the dharma of a king?” highlights the idea that rulers and
governments must take responsibility for everything that occurs under their rule, regardless of who
commits the act. It is a call for accountability in leadership. Similarly, the age-old question, “If God exists,
why is there evil in the world?” is addressed in the context of Hindu philosophy not by denying God’s
existence, but by shifting the focus to the supremacy of karma. God may exist, but it is not divine will that
governs all outcomes—it is the law of karma that truly holds sway. Humans have the freedom to choose
their actions, but they cannot avoid the consequences of those actions (niyati) or the twists of fate (daiva)
shaped by past deeds. In this view, cosmic justice lies not in divine intervention, but in the inescapable
unfolding of karma.

“Dharma, the word at the heart of the epic, is in fact untranslatable. Duty, goodness,

justice, law and custom all have something to do with it, but they all fall short.”

(Gurcharan Das, The Difficulty of Being Good xlii / Prelude)
In the discussion between justice and peace, the choice often depends on a nation’s stability and strength
of its legal institutions. Countries with robust legal frameworks may lean toward retributive justice—
punishing wrongdoers to uphold the law. However, in newly formed or war-ravaged nations with fragile
legal systems, prioritising peace and social healing is often more effective than pursuing strict justice.

A clear example of this contrast can be seen in the aftermath of apartheid in South Africa. Rather than
focusing on punishment, the country chose a path of reconciliation and peace, which helped it move
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forward. On the other hand, Argentina attempted to pursue justice by prosecuting those responsible for the
Dirty War in the 1980s—crimes carried out under a former regime—but the effort failed, largely due to
institutional weakness and instability. These cases show that while justice is vital, peace and stability
sometimes need to come first.

Traditionally, many in India believe that true righteousness lies in renouncing the world and material
attachments. However, Krishna’'s message in the Gita offers a different view: one can live in the world,
perform their duties and still be spiritual and if done with detachment and without selfish desires. This
approach, known as karma yoga, encourages self-discipline and helps people become less self-cantered and
more peaceful, even while actively engaged in life’s demands.

Bhishma is portrayed as a strong example of this ideal. He fulfills his duties with complete dedication, not
seeking personal gain. While one may question the moral correctness of his actions, it is clear that he
remained loyal to his vows and stayed true to his version of Dharma. He acted as a true karma yogi—
detached, dutiful and selfless.

“Despite the many occasions when its characters feel frustrated before the weight of

circumstances, and despite blaming their feeling of impotence on daiva, 'fate’, moral

autonomy shines through in the epic. Because they have some freedom to choose, they

can be praised when they follow dharma or blamed when they follow adharma. At the

moment of making a decision they become conscious of their freedom, and it is this

perception of autonomy that gives them the ability to lead authentic moral lives.”

(Gurcharan Das, The Difficulty of Being Good p.n. 255)
Yet, as the story unfolds, the Mahabharata seems to hint that even selflessness has its flaws. Gurcharan Das
illustrates this point with modern examples, including Dhirubhai Ambani. Ambani, too, pursued his goals
not solely for himself but for a broader cause, yet his journey involved practices like bribery and bending
the rules. This highlights a crucial insight: acting selflessly does not always equate to moral righteousness.
The line between noble intent and ethical compromise is often blurred, raising important questions about
the limits of nishkama karma in real life.

Conclusion

The Difficulty of Being Good stands out as one of the finest works in the realm of non-fiction and
philosophical literature. In a time when self-reflection is often overlooked, this book encourages today's
generation to turn inward and engage in deeper philosophical questioning. It is a compelling read that
challenges readers to examine their actions and motivations carefully. At the same time, it offers a sense of
comfort. Rather than leaving readers overwhelmed by moral confusion, the book provides clarity through
relatable examples and practical approaches to dealing with life's ethical challenges.

The Mahabharata and The Difficulty of Being Good complement each other beautifully, with the latter
offering a deep reflection on the values and ethical codes found in India’s ancient traditions. The book
explores timeless principles such as duty, selflessness, forgiveness, the ethics of war and the philosophy of
living—all rooted in centuries-old Indian scriptures. Much like the heroes of the Mahabharata, Gurcharan
Das finds himself puzzled and conflicted, coming to the realisation that Dharma cannot be strictly defined
or measured. Instead, it is a complex blend of circumstances, intentions, and inner judgment something that
often must be understood and applied in the moment.

‘Dharma, the word at the heart of the epic, is, in fact, untranslatable. Duty, goodness,

justice, law, and custom all have something to do with it, but they all fall short.” (Das

78)
In the end, The Difficulty of Being Good succeeds in delivering a compelling message while humbly admitting
that even the Mahabharata does not hold definitive answers to the complex, pressing questions we grapple
with. The epic remains a grand, mystical narrative and open to endless interpretations, each shaped by the
reader’s own understanding and context.

The concept of Dharma itself is deeply nuanced, with multiple meanings in the Hindu tradition. It has been
associated with ideals like truth, non-violence, compassion and more and each interpretation shaped by
time, place, and circumstance. As the book concludes, it offers a comforting reminder: Dharma is not
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absolute or inflexible. Acts of goodness can take many forms, depending on the situation. And in moments
of emotional conflict, confusion, or ethical uncertainty, one can take solace in Krishna's timeless words
"That is the way it is."
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