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GODS IN HIDING :

THE MAHABHARATA'S VIRATA PARVAN AND
THE DIVINITY OF
THE INDIAN EPIC HERO

BY

ROBERT P. GOLDMAN

[ ofe g forger dwdw wervRas Rtrewdn: grfres o
s Sgafvd 7 gaEEeRd fafay | e gy s
fertreaeor: grafrepet afewet axia b Swe awmmr gRfid ag 32 0
g add ag1  HETIaE qowfuatarTETaaTanty g,
g add | uvsaE dgafavd dumsTaarara st gepwwmE:

feranfad | ]

The problematization of the divinity of the central figures of the
ancient Indian epic poems, the Valmiki Ramayana and the Mahabharata,
has, virtually from the beginning, been a characteristic of modern western
text-historical studies of these works. Indeed, it is no exaggeration to state
that this problematization lies at the very center of the western scholarly
project as it has dealt with the epics; for the dominant if not universally
accepted model proposed in these studies has been that the poems grew
over a period of centuries or even millennia from genealogical ballads
composed and sung by courtly bards, ballads consitituting simple and
restricted narrative "cores," into the vast, complex, and sometimes
seemingly digressive monumental poems we have today.! An important
corollary of this generally accepted theorem is that Rama and Krsna, the
two major epic protagonists who are known everywhere to the Hindu
tradition as avataras of the supreme divinity Visnu, were not, at the level
of the original "core" so regarded; but only came to be so identified in the
course of time as the result of a progressive Vaisnava sectarian

1.  For examples of this type of scholarship, see Hopking 1901 and Jacobi 1893. The
hegemonic power of this received wisdom is compelling, and I myself, although
Sceptical about specific formulations was like most western-trained Indologists
originally inclined to accept it as axiomatic.
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appropriation of the epics. ! Often these two ideas have been closely joined
in asserting that it is specifically those portions of the epic texts in which the
divinity of these figures is most explicit that do not belong to the nuclei of
the poems but are later additions or "interpolations.” Thus every western
student of traditional India is taught that the Bhagavad Gita of the
Mahabharata and the Bala—and Uttarakandas of the Ramayana are late
appendices to these texts despite the fact that, even after the completion of
critical editions of both poems, absolutely on convincing text-historical
evidence for the extraneous. character of these sections can be adduced.?

These notions of the epics' lack of textual integrity and their heros'
original humanity—ideas sharply at variance with India's traditional
scholarly understanding of these matters—have been vigorously contexted
by western and western-trained scholars on a number of grounds. As early
as 1895 Joseph Dahlmann argued for a reading of the Mahabharata as a
text integrally composed and encompassing from its inception the qualities
of both an epic and a dharmasastra.3 V. S. Sukthankar, the great
German trained textual scholar who organized and undertook the long
dreamt of project of scientific knowledge as to what does and does not
belong to the oldest achievable form of the epic, passionately rejected, in
lectures delivered just before his death, the arguments of western scholars
who saw the epic as lacking organic integrity and who sought to deny the

—

Muir 1873, van Daalen 1980 :139, Sukthankar 1957, esp. Chapters 1 and 4.

2. Now to be sure, a variety of textual and historical evidence has been cited in support
of these hypotheses. There is, for example, the often noticed reference in the
Asvaldyana Grhya Sitra (3.4.4.) which speaks of a Bharata epic of some 24,000
verses. Also, it might be noted, the epic stories and heroes are common cultural
property in South (not to mention Southeast) Asia so that numerous non-Hindu
versions of the tales appear in Buddhist and Jaina texts as well as in other sources
where the notion of avatdra-hood may be downplayed, ignored, or even ridiculed.
Nonetheless, no manuscript of either epic is known to omit these sections while
passages dealing centrally with the divinity of the heroes often demonstrate unusually
consistent manuscript support. In many cases. widely accepted arguments alleging
inconsis-tencies and even contradictions between these supposed interpolations and the
"epic cores" prove, on close examination, to be ill founded. For example, on Jacobi's
assertions concerning the lateness of the Balakanda, see Goldman 1984:60-67. For a
discussion of the use of detailed metrical analysis as a potential tool for isolating
various text-historical strata of the epic see Ingalls and Ingalls 1985 and Smith 1972.

3. Dahlmann 1895. Dahlmaon's rather radical approach to the epic has, with the

exception of Sukthankar (1957) received little support in western style scholarship.

Nonetheless, despite the fact that his formulation may not stand up to ttechnical

analysis, his notion of how to "read" a cultural document and an example of an

"extreme" view, the opposite "extreme" being represented by Hopkins who regarded

three quarters of the received text as a late "pseudo-epic". He positions himself,

characteristically, "between these two extremes."
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epic's uniform understanding of Krsna as an avatara.! A.K. Ramanujan
has eloquently discussed the epic in terms of an indigenous structural
model of context sensitivity. 2 Most recently Sheldon Pollock has argued
quite persuasively that the avatara-hood of Radma in the Valmiki
Ramayana is a narrative presupposition of the entire text as we have it
and that the fact that the epic appears sometimes to ambiguate and
sometimes to disambiguate the protagonist's nature as both a human
hero and God is an artifact of its encoding a pervasive puranic paradigm
of the Vaisnava avatara.3

I neither need nor intend to reopen these specific arguments here.
Rather I should like to use them as a background against which to reflect
broadly on the complex and important questions of the purpose and
structure of the Sanskrit epics, the indigenous perception of the mortality
and divinity of the epic hero in India, and the ways in which western
paradigms of literary form and genre and western norms of ordering and
separating the religious and secular realms have skewed our
understanding of these texts and the culture of which they are such
important instruments. In order to do so [ shall begin with a discussion of
the various meanings of the term avatara in its theological and other
contexts. Following that I shall attempt to use the concept of avatara to
shed some additional light on a provocative but puzzling narrative
element in the great Sanskrit epic, the Mahabharata, the year long
disguise and concealment of the five Pandava brothers and their common
wife, Draupadi, as recounted in the fourth book of poem, the Virara
Parvan.

One fundamental problem in regard to western philologists' construc-
tion of the Ramayana and the Mahabharata involves the question of
literary genre. In terms of style, scope, and content, these poems more .
closely resembled the Homeric and Latin epics than other works of the
Classical canon that had been created and priviledged by the educated
elites of western Europe beginning with the Italian Renaissance. Now it is

—

Sukthankar 1957.

2. Ramanujan 1989:48-49. "Scholars have often discussed Indian texts (like the
Mahabharata) as if they were loose-leaf files, rag-bag encyclopedias. Taking the
Indian word for text, grantha (derived from the knot that holds the palm leaves
together), literally, scholars often posit only an accidental and physical unity. We need
to attend to the context-sensitive designs that embed a seeming variety of modes (tale,
discourse, poem, etc.) and materials. This manner of constructing the text in
consonance with other designs in the culture. Not unity (in the Aristotelian sense) but
coherence, seems to be the end."

3. Pollock 1991:15-54,
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quite probable that these scholars of the Enlightenment and, in the case of
the Sanskrit poems, most particularly of the nineteenth century were
unable to adequately grasp the true role, significance, and function of the
Greek epics in their original context, the context of a long extinct largely
pre-literate culture of which they could have known relatively little.
Nevertheless, in their creation of a literary canon which, it was argued,
somehow lay at the roots of western civilization despite the millennium
and a half hiatus following the Christianization of the West during which
no European savant could even read Homeric Greek,! western philologists
established the lliad and the Odyssey as virtual archetypes for what true
epic poetry was and should be.

Given this background, and the continental Enlightenment's fascina-
tion with the linguistic and cultural affinities of the early Indo-European
peoples, ? it is not surprising that, in the first instance, European scholars
should view the Sanskrit poems as "epics" in the Homeric sense norithat, in
the second, they should see them as having suffered from a process of
almost malignant hypertrophy that all but obscured their Homeric "cores."
Indeed the Indian and Greek poems do treat similar themes of honor, the
abduction, sexual defilement, and recovery of the hero's wife, exile,
prolonged and bitter combat between irreconcilable foes, etc. Both are also
clearly products of a tradition of oral-formulaic composition and were
designed for aural consumption in musical performance by a non or pre-
literate audiance Yet there can be no doubt that the Indian poems,
especially the Mahabharata, are much larger than their Greek counter-
parts, more diffuse in their narrative streams, and to a far greater degree
the repositories of types of knowledge that seem peripheral to their central
narratives. Most particularly the Indian poems contain considerable
material that European scholars would regard as "religious" as opposed to
"heroic."

The western critique of the Indian poems, especially its expression of
philological exasperation at the textual difficulties they present and the
negative characterization of what is often represented as uncontrolled
vegetative growth3 is in fact consonant with the larger European
Orientalist critique of Indian culture and civilization in the nineteenth
century. A normative model for the cultural history of India put forth by
British scholar administrators with their utilitarian project and myth of an

1. Hutton 1968:vi-vii.
2. For a history of this phenomenon, see Schwab 1984.
3. Oldenberg and Winternitz as quoted by Mehta (1976:3).
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Anglo Saxon past of simplicity, the German philologists with their
obsession with the primitive purity of the Vedas and "primitive" Buddh-
ism,! and even by writers and activists on the "Hindu Renaissance"2? and
the Indian nationalist movement such as Dayananda Sarasvati, Ram-
mohan Rdy, and Jawaharlal Nehru,3 held that the most ancient civiliza-
tion of India, from the Vedic village to the "Golden Age" of the Guptas
was pure, simple, and noble but that it had been corrupted and degenerated
over the centuries. This, it was argued, was evident in all aspects of Indian
life, the regressive system of social hierarchy, the dominance of "supersi-
tion," the lack of political, economic, and scientific progress, and the poor
quality of all but the earliest aesthetic production in the country.4

Given this as an ideological frame and the unwieldy quality of the
Indian epic poems when compared to the "classical" simplicity of Homer,3
it is little wonder that most European literary scholars, when confronted by
these texts fzlt an almost instinctive need to wield the surgical tools of
biblical and classical philology to cut away the accretions and interpola-
tions that had distorted, in their view, the pristine outlines of the Indo-
European martial epic. 6

The major problem with the mainstream western critique of the
Ramayana and the Mahabharata is, of course, its implicit and unques-
tioned reliance on a series of European literary, aesthetic, and cultural
norms that fail to make allowance for other canons of taste, belief, and
practice. For one thing, there is an uncontested assumption that the poems
of Valmiki and Vyasa both belong to the same literary genre and that that
genre is the same one virtually defined for literary scholarship by the
Homeric and Virgilian epic. But this is not, in fact, so clear. Traditional
Indian literary scholarship, as it is codified and preserved in the copious
Sanskrit literature of the alarikarasastra has an ancient and highly
sophisticated nosology of genre; yet it essentially lacks a category that
corresponds to the genre of epic poetry. Indeed the Indian tradition is not
even unanimous in assigning the two Sanskrit "epics” to the same literary
genre. The two relevant categories are itihasa (sometimes linked with the
similar genre of puranpa) or history, texts that record important events in

1. Halbfass 1988 and Schwab 1984.
2. Kopf 1969.

3. Nehru 1946.

4.

For a comprehensive critique of British constructions of Indian history and culture,

see Chakravarty 1989.

5. According to Arnold, Homer is "rapid, plain, and direct in both his language and
thought, and noble" (Arnold 1905:41ff).

6. For additional discussion of this, see Goldman 1984:60-69.
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the affairs of gods and men and kavya or true "poetry," texts whose
informational and didactic content is conveyed through a form crafted to
delight the aesthetic sensibilities. The Mahabharata is generally regarded
as the prototypical example of an itihasa, while the Ramayana of
Valmiki is all but universally revered as the archetypal and indeed
original piece of true poetry, the adikavya. !

A consequence of the imposition of a somewhat alien notion of genre
on the Indian texts is the creation of a set of norms. To the degree that
these texts diverge from these norms, they are regarded to be deficient? or
as having undergone some degenerative set of processes chiefly in the
form of accretion and interpolation when in fact they are simply
repositories of different kinds of knowledge from that preserved in the
epics of Mediterranean antiquity.3

Much of the material preserved in the Sanskrit epic poems is a type
not found in the Homeric epics. Of this, aside from the inculsion of
lengthy parallel narratives, the bulk consists of material that can be
classified as arthasastra and dharmasastra, didactic material on matters
critical to the traditional culture, matters of government, statecraft, and the
conduct of kings, and the larger realm of social and religious law. Indeed
it is precisely the integration of this material into the epic narrative that led
Dahlmann to conceive of the Mahabharata as a text that was somehow
both an epic and a law book.

But Dahlmann, although his understanding of the inherited
Mahabharata as an integral document is on the right track, did not go far
enough. He merely adds the category of law book to the unproblemized
concept of "epic". The real source of western scholarship's struggle with-
this text and with the Ramayana is that collectively they constitute not just

1. The distinction between these genres may be blurred with respect to these two texts but
itis not to be erased. The Mahabharata tradition itself is apt to regard the text as a
piece of poetry as in Vyasa's remark, krtam mayedam bhagavan kavyam parama-
pujitam. "This venerable poem that I have composed Lord." Mbh.1.App.I, 884-885.
Then, too, Anandavardhana and his successor and commentator Abhinavagupta, the
great exponents of the Dhvani school of poetic analysis, treat the Mahabharata as a
unified kavya (Ingalls 1990:690-93) and yet the latter, when quoting the Valmiki
Ramayana on the origins of poetry, refers to the poem regularly as "itihasa,"
presumably to stress its validity (Masson 1969:79-81). The Harivamsa, on the other
hand, which shows many of the features of a mahakavya (Ingalls 1967), is routinely
referred to as a purdpa. For a discussion of the Mbh. as kavya see Sharma (1964-
1-6.) -

Sweeney 1992.

For an incisive discussion of the role of oral performative texts as primary means of
ordering, preserving, and transmitting knowledge in societies whose noetic apparatus
is not based on print literacy, see Sweeney 1987.

W N
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two "books" but an entire literature preserving and purveying virtually all
of the knowledge India's traditional elites regarded as necessary for the
entire culture to know. Thus these texts contain not merely the kinds of
knowledge associated with the three or so levels postulated by
Sukthankar!-although these are among the most important—but many
others, including natural history, folklore, cosmology, geography, political
science, poetics, social behaviour, and psychology.2 Or to use a metaphor
drawn from the realm contemporary communication, the Indian "epics"
through all of their literary and performative representations in virtually
all of the languages of India, constituted the mass media of Indian
culture. They were the means, analogous to modern print-based as well as
cinematic and broadcast media, for the communication and dissemination
to all regions, social classes, and age cohorts, of the social, political, and
religious ideologies elsewhere formulated in texts limited to particular
elites. 3

An importémt point here is not only that these two "books" were oral
performative works originally* but that they are radically oral-aural in
nature and have functioned at the interface of orality and literacy
regardless of whether their audiences in any given context could read.’
Thus many of the features of the works that nineteenth century western

1. The three levels, according to Sukthankar (1957), are the mundane, ethical, and
metaphysical.

2. On natural history see Mbh 1.59-60 and Ram 3.13.17-28,4.27.21-22; on folklore
see Goldman 1984:41-42,54; on cosmology see Mbh 1.59-60 and Ram 1.45,14-24;
on geography see Ram 4.39-42 and Mbh 2.23.1-2.29.19, 3.79-93; on political
science see Mbh 4.4.6-44 and Ram 2.94; on poetics see Ram 1.2-3; on the vital
social and psychological knowledge whose transmission is one of the major functions
of the poems, see Goldman 1978, 1982, 1985; Masson 1975; and Sutherland 1989.

3. In other words, information recorded in the traditional sastras which generally appear
to have remained the all but exclusive domain of the priestly and aristocratic literate
elites was conveyed both through simplified recitation and particularly through
engaging dramatization. For a discussion of the parallel use of performative,
although not popular, media to represent philosophical ideologies, see Goldman
1986.

4. The poems as they have been handed down do not leave this important point to mere
inference. Both of them, like most narrative literature in traditional India, are
provided with elaborate frames that deal extensively with the composition, oral-aural
transmission, and performance of the works. In the Ramayana the emphasis on the
technical aspects of the performance is particularly noteworthy and is no doubt
connected with the distinction of genre that divides the two works as discussed above.
Cf. Mbh 1.1-20 and Ram 1.2-4,7. For a discussion of the oral formulaic character
of the Ramayana, see Sen 1966.

5. For a penetrating discussion of orality and literacy in a traditionally oral-aural
culture and an analysis of the role of orality in the determination of the way even a
society characterized by postprint literacy manages knowledge, see Sweeney's study of
Malaysia (1987).
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scholars regarded as unnecessary hypertrophy of the "epic cores," features
such as prolixity, iteration, and "digression," are nothing but the natural
characteristics of orally consumed texts that store and transmit a wide
variety of kinds of knowledge for a traditional society.! The fact that the
Indian poems exhibit these features to a greater degree than the Greek or
Latin epics does not, moreover, necessarily indicate that the culture of
* ancient India was more inclined towards repetitiveness or verbosity than
those of classical antiquity nor that the relative spareness of Homer's style
when compared, say, to Vyasa's suggestive of a more refined aesthetic
sensibility in Mediterrannean world.

If the Hindu epics have expanded by a process of organic growth over
the first two millennia of their existence, and if they have continued to
serve the intellectual, cultural, social and aesthetic needs of Indian
civilization they were created to serve, then their growth must be in large .
measure due to a corresponding growth in the body of knowledge they
were designed to contain. Their destiny, then, has been completely
different from that of the epics of ancient Greece and Rome not because
they are essentially different in design or function but simply because
they are essentially different in design or function but simply because the
culture and civilization they served continued to live whereas those served
by Indianists, that Indian culture is a fixed and unchanging thing. Quite
the contrary it is because the culture changed and grew in response to
numerous internal and external stimuli, like any living thing, that its
prime noetic and acculturative instruments too underwent the kinds of
growth and change that account for the immense, diverse, and various
textual and recensional apparatus through which these poems confront
scholarship. The relative textual homogeneity of the Homeric epics as well
as their relatively small size and narrative of its supplantation by the
cultures of Christian Europe. It is for this reason that the Ramayana and
the Mahabharata continued and continue to be vital and intimately
known elements of the cultural donne of virtually all Indians while the
Iliad and the Odyssey are generally read only at the college level in the
West. 2

—

Sweeney 1987 and 1992:101.

2. Consider, for example, the extraordinary popularity of the recent television
serializations of the Indian works, where unprecedentedly large mass audiences
gathered in worshipful silence practically emptying the normally chaotically crowded
streets of towns and cities (Lutgendorff 1990). It is difficult to imagine a parallel
serialization of Homer being shown in the United States on anything other than
viewer-supported television to anything larger than a minute percentage of the
viewing public.
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Nowhere, perhaps, in a consideration of the differences between the
two epic traditions is there a more central or more contested point of
contrast than that of the religious component of the Indian poems, The old
Sanskrit Ramayana and Mahabharata in the only forms in which we
know them are profoundly animated by a pervasive and fully developed
Vaisnava religious theme and indeed they are universally recognized in
South Asia at least as religious texts. By contrast, the Homeric
epics—despite the fact that the events they narrate and their principal
characters are manipulated and governed by gods and godesses of the
Olympian pantheon—are generally read as heroic epic poetry that uses
these mythological figures as elements in a context in which the deeds of
heroic men are set.! The generally accepted wisdom of western
scholarship in this area has been, as noted above, that the major religious
elements in the Indian epics, particularly the unequivocal identifical of the
epic heroes Rama and Krsna as avataras of the supreme Lord Visnu, are
later additions and are not found in the "central cores" of these texts. This
particular notion was often argued by scholars in the absence of adequate
textual evidence to support it or even in spite of textual evidence to the
contrary. Here again it seems scholars have been under the pressure of a
paradigm that is both inapposite because it is European and perhaps
wrongly constructed in the first place.

If western scholars regarded as spurious the "religious" content of the
Hindu epics because their epic paradigm was "heroic," it is also more than
possible that they had a somewhat skewed view of the religiosity of the
Greek poems. For the Homeric epiés are, at least 'to certain extent,
religious in nature. Like their Indian counterparts they deal with the
actions of legendary heroes who are often children of gods, who interact
on a daily basis with divinities, whose actions are largely determined by
gods, and whose organized ritual and religous life revolves around the
ancient sacrifical cults of these same deities.

That western scholars tend not to think of the Greek epics as religious
documents is doubtless to be ascribed to a number of factors, religious
devotionalism, which has come to be a characteristic of the "Great World
Religions" of modern times, is not a central features of these texts, but then

1. Burkert 1985:119-89. Burkert notes that although the most powerful of the Homeric
heroes are children or at least grandchildren of gods and gods themselves are quick to
intervene in the epic action if they consider their interests affeced, they are essentially
"burlesque” figures in the Homeric poems. In this connection, he cites P.Mazon's
Introduction a I'llliade to the effect that the Illiad is the "most irreligious of all poems"
(Burkert 1985 : 121-22).
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again, with a few exceptions, neither is it a dominant element in Valmiki
or Vyasa.! Moreover, here again the critical issue is the very different
destinies of ancient Indian as opposed to ancient Greek and Roman
culture. For while the religious traditions of ancient India, Vedic and non-
Vedic have continued to grow, develop, and change right down to present
day, the religions of ancient Greece and Rome were completely
supplanted, by the beginning of the early Middle Ages, by a Christianity
that brooked no survivals of "paganism." Thus Homer and Virgil sing of
cultures that are no more and whose religous life in particular was subject
to the most vigorous and thorough suppression. By the time their poems
were resurrected by the humanism of the Renaissance as part of the
project of removing from the Roman Church its centuries long dominance
of the cultural and itellectual as well as religious life of Western Europe,
the gods, goddesses, and divine mysteries of which they sang had no
acolytes for more than one thousand years. Then too, the Orientalists
whose notions of the Hindu epics we were trained to regard as law, were
themselves children of the Enlightenment and thus heirs of the
Renaissance. They had been trained to use the gods, goddesses, nymphs,
sprites, spirits, and heroes of Classical antiquity as a secularized and
romanticized cast of characters with which to people peoms, plays,
paintings, and sculpture gardens; as characters that could represent love,
passion, heroism, valor, and virtue but who could not be viewed with
religious awe. It is thus not surprising that they did not read the Iliad and
the Odysey as "religious" texts and that they found the very real presence
of non-Christian divinites, still central to millions of worshippers,
-disturbing elements in thier construction of the Indian "epics".

As Pollock has demonstrated in the case of the Ramavatara in
Valmiki's Ramayana? and Sukthankar argued so passionately in the case
of 3the Mahabharata's Krsnavatara, the western notion that these texts
recognize these heroes as incarnations of God only in thier late strata is
without textual support and is, moreover, based upon a misunderstanding
of the conception, treatment and representation of divinity of Hinduism.
Thier argument need not be repeated here.

1. Atissue here is what one may call styles of religious representation and worship. Thus
although, for example, Valmiki's Rimayapa and the Harivamsa are more lightly
clolored by the pervasive devotionalism of Tulsis Ramecaritmanas and the Bhagavata
Purana, this is not to say that both are not infused with what must be called religious
conent. Valmiki, after all, like Vyésa, was a poet of the late vedic age while the
authors of the Bhagavata and Tulsi are children of the efflorescence of bhakti.
Pollock 1991:15-54.

Sukthankar 1957.
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On the other hand, it may be instructive to examine one perticular
aspect of the representation of divinity as it appears in Vaisnava text and
traditions that undoubtedly has significant bearing on the way western
scholarship has traditionally understood the Sanskrit epics. To a great
extent scholars have failed to recognize the fact that an epic hero was
understood to be more than human because it is a central feature of the
representation of the most impotant manifestations of divinity in what is
understood to be human history that their godhood is at least sporadically
hidden, sometimes even from themselves. Crucial to the vital notion of
lila or play that provides the raison d'etre for the avatara in the Sanskrit
epics is the idea that God on the earth should not be universally or
consistently recognized as such.

The idea that the omnipotent, omniscient, eternal, and n