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ABSTRACT

An epic can be defined as an ancient tale that has travelled through time and that which encompasses
actions of rather extraordinary characters that turned into legends because of the grandeur and
unfathomable events associated with them. These long narrative poems generally involving a time
beyond the living memory which encompasses the extraordinary deeds of extraordinary men and
women dealing with gods or other superhuman forces, giving shape to the mortal universe for their
descendants, the poet, and his audience, and also to understand themselves as a people or nation. One
of the most profound aspects of epics lies in their engagement with cultural norms and values, They
serve as both mirrors and molders of the societies that produced them, often reflecting ethical
frameworks and questioning prevailing moral standards. For example, the loyalty of Homer’s
Odysseus, the dharma-bound choices of Vyasa’s Yudhishthira in the Mahabharata, or the piety and
leadership of Virgil’s Aeneas are all steeped in ethical considerations. These characters are celebrated
not merely for their actions but for the values their actions endorse or challenge. Epics often use the
interplay of simultaneous events to emphasise the consequences of ethical decisions.

This study has conducted a thorough examination of ancient epics to illuminate the cultural nuances
of ethics, the roles of central characters, and the determinants of their ethical decisions, especially
within the realm of warfare. The study delved into the intricacies of ethical decision-making in the
Mahabharata and The Iliad, utilising philosophical frameworks from Indian and Western traditions.
The study explored ethical relativism within the narratives of timeless epics using insights from Bimal
Krishna Matilal and Immanue! Kant’s foundational work. In addition, an examination of free will and
determinism through the lens of Vedanta and Robert Kane’s libertarianism, in conjunction with the
Ajivika school of Indian philosophy and David Hume’s influential writings, offered a comprehensive
insight into the characters’ agency and the philosophical foundations influencing their behaviours. The
Mahabharata and The Iliad provide deep insights into the ethical challenges individuals encounter
during times of war and conflict.

This study emphasises the importance of ancient texts in current discussions, showcasing the lasting
relevance of ethical and moral aspects portrayed in them. This thesis enhances comprehension of the
ethical, philosophical, and cultural aspects of the Mahabharata and The Iliad. It provides valuable
insights into human morality by examining ancient texts through ethical relativism, free will, and
determinism, highlighting the enduring relevance of these timeless epics.
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