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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION 

This book was written in 1950 and was accepted by the 
U nivcrsity of Chicago in candidacy for the degree of Doctor of 
Philosophy. It was serially published in the Joumal of tlze 

Bihar Research Socicty ( 1952-1953) in four successive parts. In 
~ubmitting the thesis to the press I have made a few minor 
changes. 

The topic of this dissertation originally evolved in dis­
cussions with Professor Sorokin of the Harvard University, Dr. 
Neumann of the Columbia University and Professors Strauss, 
l\1orgenthau and Easton of the University of Chicago. Profes­
sor Leo Strauss encouraged me in presenting a study of the 
basic concepts and ideas of Hindu political philosophy. My 
studies under German political scientists, historians and philo­
sophers, a vast number of whom have migrated to the U. S. A. 
and settled in the various American Universities, strengthened 
my convictions concerning the metaphysical foundations of 
political ideas and theories. A large number of important 
contributions have been made in Germany in this field. I have 
tried to follow this methodology. It emphasies a rigorous 
study of the metaphysics and political conceptions of a culture 
and stresses their correlations. Prof. Benoy Sarkar, the visit­
ing Watumall Professor at the American Universities 
encouraged me while I was engaged in my researches. Prof. 
S. N. Upadhyaya of Allahabad, who was a fellow-student in 
the U.S. A. and my younger brother Sri Vaidyanath Prasad 
Varma were great source of encouragement during my stay 
in the U. S. A. A State Scholarship of the Bihar Goverrunent 
and a University fellowship of the University of Chicago en­
abled me to conduct my studies and researches in the U. S. A. 
(1947-1950) and to make study-tours to several universities in 

Canada, Germany and England and I am thankful to the 
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authorities concerned. I am also thankful to Professors Charles 
Morris and George Bobrinskoy of the University of Chicago 
for reading the thesis in manuscript. My wife, Pramila~ has 
helped me in the seeing the proofs. 

I take this opportunity to thank all my school teachers 
and College professors and Sanskrit pandits who have taught 
me. I am especially thankful to Dr. D. M. Datta who 
taught me western philosophy for two years ( I 945- I 94 7) when 
I was a Patna University research scholar in Buddhist religion 
and philosophy. I am also thankful to Pandit Brahmananda 
who taught me several important and difficult Sanskrit texts. 
Rev. Ayodhya Prasad and Professor Y. J. Taraporcwala were 
also great sources of encouragement during my student days. 
I thank Dr. K. K. Datta for publishing the thesis in the Journal 
of the Bihar Research Society before it was published in the form of 
a book. I also thank the staff of the libraries of the Columbia 
University, the University of Chicago and the Patna College 
and especially Mr. A. N. Banerjee, the librarian of the Patna 
College. 

Vijayadashmi, I9j3· V. P. VarDt.a 
Ranighat, Patna 6~ 



PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION 

!viy book Studies ill Hindu Political Thought a.•zd its J.Hetaplzysical 
Foundations was well received by reviewers, commentators and 
scholars. This strengthened my faith in the methodology 
which I had used for analyzing Hindu political thought on 
the basis of the philosophical" concepts of ancient India. 

The fundamt·nt :tl point in the methodology pursued in 
this book is to make a sharp distinction between hisfoT)' and 
conctjJf, The mere existence of an entity or a fact does not 
imply necessarily the theoretical awareness of its existence. 
The laws of motion were operating in the universe perhaps 
from eternity but only late in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries were they explicitly stated theoretically. Similarly, 
by utilizing the terminology of modern social sciences we may 
say that primitive society presents the picture of a non-coercive 
community. But this is our modern way of stating the result 
of utilizing scientific tools and concepts of the study of primi­
tive peoples. It would be absured to argue, therefrom, that 
the primitive people themselves had an awareness of the distinc­
tion between non-coercive community and a society based on 
constraint. My main point is that we have historical examples 
in ancient India of actions which, in modern terminology, can 
be characterized as iilustrations of the exercise of sovereign 
power but this does not mean the formulation of a theory of 
sovereignty in ancient Hindu political thought. Sudas, 
Bimbisara, Ajatsatru, Chandragupta Maurya and the Gupta 
emperors did exercise supreme political power and in this sense 
can be said to have exercised sovereign power. But this histori­
cal exercise of sovereign power 4oes not imply that the writers of 
those days had a theory of sove~eignty of the type we have in 
Bodin, Hobbes, Althusius, Rousseau, Hegel and Austsin. I will 
make similar submissions with regard to the concepts of state, 

rights and liberty. 
Up till now, there have appeared books dealing with the 

administrative institutions of ancient India. A few books have 
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also appeared on the history of political theories and Ideas. 
Perhaps this book of mine is the first book on "Political Philo­
sophy ofthe Ancient Hind~s." It tries to capture that Plato­

·nic-Ciceronian-Augustinian orientation of viewing things politi-
·cal in the framework of a fundamental metaphysic which is 
also the characteristic of a large body of ancient Hindu politi­
-cal thought. In order to strengthen the character of this book 
as a systematic work on Hindu Political Philosophy I have 
jncorporated in it, in appendices, three papers of mine on ( 1) 
"The Sociology of Early Buddhist Ethics", ( ii) "Theology and 
Ethics in Kautilyan Political Thought", and (iii) "Philosophy 

.of History in the Bhagavadgita." These papers do not deal 
with the processes, forces and institutions of political life but 
are concerned with the comorehensive problems of ethics and 
socio-political philosophy .. It is hoped these new appendices 
will increase the value of this book. Some new paragraphs 
and footnotes have also been added. A comprehensive biblio­

graphy has also been supplied. 

It is hoped that this book will strengthen the study of 
Ancient Indian Political Thought and will serve to dispel that 

·confusion among our writers which is responsible for mixing up 
of the details of institutional development and theoretical pro­
positions. In the study of modern British political thought 
the student docs not mix up the ideas of Wallas, Barker, Cole, 
Laski and Wells with the concrete processes of British Parlia­
mentarism. Similarly, the political ideas of Jefferson, Calhoun, 
Burgess, Merriam and Maciver are separated from the actual 
constitutional and administrative history of the United States. 

But unfortunately, in the studies of Ancient Indian political 

thought, political theories and administrative and government­
al details are mixed up. I hope this confusion will end soon. 

If this book continues to serve useful philosophical purpose, 
my plan is to. write an elaborate book on Ancient Hindu 
Political Philosophy. 

Krishnashtami 

August 26, 1959· 

VISHWANATH PRASAD VARMA 

Ranighat, Patna-6. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The great achievements of the ancient Hindus in the realms 
of religion, philosophy, logic, aesthetics and mysticism have 
been known to the western world for more than a century. 
But the social and pt·litical spcculatiom of the ancient Indian!' 
arc not so well known. As a matter of fact, serious study of 
Hindu political thought only began in the present century. 
This dissertation is an a ttcmpt to analyze the philosophical 
foundations of some of the dominant aspects of Hindu political 
thought from the Rigveda to the 1Ianusmriti. Several scholan;, 
both Indian and European, have written on the subject of 
Hindu political speculations but still I feel justified in writing. 
this dissertation for several reasons. 

So far, scholars have written mostly, either on the history 
of Hindu political theories or on Hindu administrative systems .. 
Several of these attempts have failed to distinguish between the 
theoretical and the historical character of the ancient Sanskrit 
books. Hence they have rushed to very hasty generalizations .. 
The theoretical and abstract nature of even such a monumental• 
work as the Arthasastra of Kautilya has not been realized and 
hence several scholars have tried to construct a concrete· 
picture of the Mauryan administration on the basis of this work .. 
Our attempt is to make a very clear distinction among the source~ 
materials of the ancient Hindu political thought. Only those 
works which are theoretical in character have been taken into· 
consideration. An attempt has been made here to distinguis}1_. 

also between the theoretical and the historical character of the 
inscriptions of Asoka. 

Instead of the unscientific use of concepts borrowed from· 
western political thought detailed attempt has been made in 
this book to analyze the fundamental concepts of the Hindu 

thinkers themselves ( c. g. ~. ~. aN, ;:ftfu, ~. etc.). The 
interpretation of the pre-Christian Hindu political thought i-n 
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terms of the concepts of state, sovereignty, limited monarchy and 
the like which has been fashionable with almost all the writers 
on Hindu political thought so far, gives an inaccurate picture 
and hence this type of pseudo-modernistic methodology has 
been subjected to a scientific criticism. 

For the first time the political pl1ilosophy of the Bhagavad­
gita has been analyzed in this thlsis. 1 he jmtifiration of 
political violence on the metaphysical basis of the Sarnkhya 
philosophy, and the Vedantic monism is one of the profound<:st 
chapters in the history of political thought. So far, the Eh<~gava­
vadgita has been treated only in a metaphysical and mystical 
context. 

I have tried to examine the political thought of the ancient 
Hindus in the context of its philosophical foundations. Some 
of the basic concepts of Hindu philosophy-like Dharma and 
Karma, have been accepted by all Hindu political thinkers. 
Hence much of the political thought of the Hindus loses interest 
unless examined in the broader framework of Hindu philmcphy. 
The prcfour.d moral seriousness and religious character of Hindu 
political thought symbolised in the notion of Dharma cannot 

be understood unless its metaphysical background is analysed. 

The one great lesson that I have learnt from some of the 
great western philosophers and sociologists-Plato and Aristotle, 
Kant and Hegel, Marx, Engels and Lenin, Weber and Spengler 
-is that it is possible to evolve an integral intellectual system 
-simultaneously harmonising the generalisations of metaphysics, 
political science, sociology and economics. Hence I have 
attempted this intellectual enterprise to create a political 
philosophy of the ancient Hindus by trying to correlate and 
supplement Hindu political ideas with Hindu metaphysical 
systems and speculations. 

I have been studying the philosophy and history of the 
ancient Hindus with reference to the original sources for the last 
eighteen years and in the formation of my own views I have 
been greatly inspired by the writing ofDayananda, Vivekananda_. 
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Aurobindo, Tilak, Gandhi, Ramtiratha, Ramavatara Sarma, 
Satyadeva, Benoy Sarkar and Radhakrishnan. Among western 
writers on Indian thought!-! have been influenced by Deussen, 
Keith and Schweitzer. But I am no partisan of any particular 
v1ew. I believe that truth stands on its own merit. Hence 
I have tried to analyse Hindu political thought in the detached 
scientific spirit of devotion to truth. Truth was the great guiding­
star of the great seekers after knowledge in India and I have 
tried to say what I think to be the truth. 1\.fy views are develop­
ing and perhaps, later on, I may have to modify some of my 
conclusions. But they represent the result of my studies and 
rcfkct inns thus fnr. 



CHAPTER I 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND AND FOUNDATIONS 
OF HINDU POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 

1. POLITICAL AND INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPAfENT 
IN ANCIENT INDIA 

In order to obtain an adequate grasp of the political specu­
lations of the ancient Hindus it is necessary to have a knowledge 
of the historical and institutional developments in ancient India.l 
It is difficult to specify a particular point in time as marking 
the beginnings of history in the Indian subcontinent. We 
have to talk in terms not of decades and centuries but of mille­
niums. \Ne do not agree with the opinions of the Arya Samaj 
scholars who put the beginnings of Indian culture several million 
years before Christ, 2 and of A. C. Das according to whom 
the Vedic civilization of the ancient Panjab is about twenty­
five thousand years old.3 \Ve have to accept the results of 

r. Desides acquainting the non-specialist in Indian history with some 
of the salient features in the evolution of ancient Indian political and social 
life, this chapter has another purpose. It has been written in pursuance of 
a deliberate methodological plan. In the west, a new discipline called 
"wissenssoziologie" (sociology of knowledge) has come into prominence 
clue to the efforts of 1\.fax Scheler and K::u·l l\hnnhcim. Traces of its basic 
ideas arc also found in Durkhcim. I do not accept most of the conclmions 
arrivt·d at hv l'vfannhcim in his Idfolng_y nnd Utof>ia. hut I have bern fascinated 
IH' the· idea o"fcorrdaring the structure of the soci<tluni\·erse \,ith the intellectual 
st'ructurc. As a student of the Hungarian !\hrxist Lucah, !\lannheim was 
deeply influenced by the Marx-Engels idea of supers!ructurc and ideology. 
!'vlannheim tries to tr<tce the roots of conreptual processes m the social universe. 
I am mainly conrerncd with indicating the philosophical roots of political think­
ing. Hence Mannhcirn ;md myself arc concern~d with different types of intellec­
tual enterprise~. But although my purpose .m this book is to analyse the 
funrlamcnt<tl mr-t:~physical assumpli?ns bcl~md political thought 11nd ideas, 
I do not accept " nlt)nist ic interpretatiOn of lustory. I do not bel icve that at all 
times phi!osophical:tssumptions have been. the causal roots ofpoliticial theories. 
I incline to accept a pluralistic interpretation of the genesis of thought. Hrnce 
I think that philn~ophical assumptions arc one or the roots nnd not the sole root 
of political thought. The actual concrete historical eYcnts and phcncmena are 
also vital roots of political thought bcrause they pose a challenge which 
rt"quircs a solution. In general it may bt" said that there is more similarity 
between the methodologies of Max \-Vcber and mysdf than in those of 
Mannheim and myself. 

2. Dayanand Saraswati, Rigvedadibhasyabhumika (Ajmere, ;India) 
Ramdeva, History of India in Hindi, Vol. I. 

3· A. C. Das, Rig-Vtdic India (Calcutta, 192 I ), Chapters I to IV. 
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archeaological researches which, on the basis of concrete historical 
remains, carry the beginnings of Indian culture to about 4000 

B. 0.1 From the remains found at Harappa, Mohenjodaro 
and othe·r centres it appears that at those places there flom ished 
a highly developed urban civilization. The inhabitants of these 
cities were in comrr.ercial and cultural contacts with the other 
civilizations of antiquity like Egypt, Sumer and r-ossibly Crete. 

Round about the years 2000 B. C. this civilization was 
destroyed perhaps partly due to natural catastrophes and partly 
due to battles with other racial stocks. According to the majority 
oflndologists, henceforward we find the rise and development of 
the Vedic Aryan civilization. The question of Ar) an origins is 
still undecided. Some anthropologists deny the existence of a 
homogeneous race called Aryan or Indo-European. Although 
it is true that in the Vedas the word Aryan often stands for a 
people, still we find that in certain Vedic passages it signifies a 
noble person rather than a biologically stratified group. The 
question of the original home of the Aryans-whether it was 

Central Asia, or the Punjab, or Tibet, or Southern Russia, or 
Austria is still controversial. 2 According to Tilak the Vedic 
seers have memories of an Arctic home. 3 It is sufficient for our 
purpose to note that in the Vedas we find references to a bloody 
struggle between the Indo-Aryans and a group of dark-skinned 
peoples who did not subscribe to the Aryan religious system." 

1. Sir John Marshall Mohenjodaro mzd the !rufus Cil'ili,:;ation (London, 
1931 ), 3 vols. E . .J. H. Mackay, The Indus Cil:ilizatiotz (London, lfl35); K. N. 
Dikshitar, Prehistoric Ci•·ilization of the Indus Vallty (Mr.dras, I !!~9 ). 

2. P. Giles, "The _Aryans," The Cambridge I-JiJtor;• of Indi~, Vol. I _cdi.tr·cl by 
E. J. Rapson (Cambndge, 1922 ), pp. Gil f; Dayananda Sar~swatl, Satyar­
thaprakash; H. Hirt Die Indogermanm, ihre Vrr/,reitrm,l!. i/,re l'rhtimat. and ihre 
Kultur (Strassburg, 1905); E. Meyer, Geschichte des Altlrtwus Vel., I and II. 
0. Schrader, Reallexikon der indof!ermarzischm Altertum.<lwndr (Str:mbmf!, 1!'01); 
G. Childr, The Aryans {New York, 1926) ; S. Reinach, L'ori.dnt des A~rans 
(Paris, r 8g2 ) · 

3· Bal Gangadhara Tilak, The Arctic Home in the VEdas (Bern bay, 1!l03 ). 

4. Jean Przyluski, Jules Bloch and Sylvian Levi have investigated the 
philological-cultural problem of Pre-Aryan and non-Aryan loan-words in 
Indo-Aryan languages. See P. C. Baghchi, Pre-Aryan and Pre-Drcwidian in 
India {Calcutta, rg29 ). According to Gustav Oppcrt, The Or(l!inallnizahitarzts 
of Bharatavarasa or India, the original inhabitants of India wt·re the Bharatans 
or Gauda-Dravidians "branches of which are spread over the continents of 
Asia and Europe, and which is also known ¥ Finnish-Ugrian or Tumnian." 
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·we should not confuse these dark-skinned Dasyu people with 
the modern Dravidian-speaking peoples of Southern Ind,ia who· 
probably belong to the ?\kditerrancan racc. 1 I\' or should we be 
tempted to identify the Dasyus with the inhabitants :of the Indm;. 
Valley Le~ause these latter 'vcre prcclc.minantly of 1~lpinc, 

11editcrranean and Mongoloid stock. lt is safe to rcmcmbe~ that 
a systematic body of knowledge about ancient Indian ethnology 
is not yet even in its infancy and hence one must bnvarc of ma.king: 
large generalisations. 2 

For purposes of our analysis 'H' shall state that round about 
the second millcnit•m B.C., accordiq~ to the Vedic. evidence, 
we find traces of a blccdy battle between a grct:p of peoples 
calling thrmsdvcs gcmrirally Ary::ms ani another group of 

pcopks "hem the h~dc-AI)'<·llS c ailed Dmyus. 3 Pc~sibly this 
battle was waged fer the acc;uisition of the mid-Indian territory. 

The characteristic rolitiral irstitution of the Indo-Aryans 
was );ing~hip. 4 The king ruled over either one or several Rashtras. 

We do not have any cYidence to show that the Vedic king was 
originally a n:agical mcdicinc-n-:m. 1 he insistence en the duties 
in war oft he V edie king \\"etdd shc,w that perhaps in the beginning 

x. CilhC'rt Sbtcr, Tl:c Drm idicn Elcmmt in lwlirm Culture (London, 1924 ), 
p. 22. 1-la!l, 1hr llr:cimt. ~li.<ltot)' n{ tf,~ -:Yrr.r Ean. FP· 173-Ii-1, wggcsttd that 
the Sumenans were ongmally Dranckw~. 

2. ll. S. Guha, All Outlillt n(tlu Rarial Ethnology nf India (Cakutta, 1937) ~ 
I hid Racial F:lmzmts irz th,: l'n{'rtlat;urz (Boml~ay, '944 ). Guha's ~chcmc of dassi­
fica~ion "six main races with nine sub-types" is contron:rsial. 

3· ~;:r ~fl!l<i't if'f;1Cfl'tf: quff~m arcr~ 3l<m!'f 1 
C'\" r =. ' 

mffifi\ G'Ff'{~~ lf._~1'"{'[tf'{T 3l'lf\i~ I R. v. vii, 6,3r 

Cltfrf%: ~· ~f;:r;f ~;R ~~~:;:rv~~ f~~ 1 

~;:f'Rfq f~~ C<lT'll"'ftt-;;crr;=r: ~;::r<fiT: ~fu;ft~: I R. V. i, 33, 4· 

(Cf~~ \if~a<;~lfr ~~ ~r~ q~ I 
'"' 
~ fc;:cr OTT ~q_~:qr ~~cr: ~~Cfcr: ~~J:ITCf: I R.V. i. SS·i· 
lift ~~ ~) -a+T 3f<~+il\iff i!'fWrr ~o: ml( I 

3lllrttltl'1i arf~miff~;nf+l'.~m G~tt .. f11•~ I R VI ~ - . . '33·9· 
4· The ancient Sanskrit word for the king is 'U'ifT. In the Nirukta 

it is derived from the root v Raj to be luminous. The Mahabharata, Qn the 
other hand derives the word Raja from the root ,, R:mj-to please, and'hen(e 
it means one who makes the people delighted and satisfied. 
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he was a charismatically endowed heroic chieftain.1 The Vedic 
Rashtra was not an exactly defined political term and to trans­
late it by the word state would imply an amount of legal precision 
which did not obtain in those days. Of course, if we use the 
term state as anthropologists use it in the sense of cognizable 
political unit with an acknowledged superior, we can do that. 
The Rashtra was formed by the integration of the Kulas-fami­
lies, Visah-the people or the tribe and the Janah or the clan.2 
These three terms-the families, the tribe and the clan-would 
indicate the populational structure of the Rashtra. The terri­
torial structure of the Rashtra was made of Gramas-villages. 

Sometimes it is argued that monarchy developed in ancient 
India because the Indo-Aryan family was patriarchal. s Zimmer 
upheld that the social organization of the Indo-Aryans was 
patriarchal. Macdonncl and Keith deny such a view.4 Even 

1. The relation between chari~ma and political power has br:en admi­
rably disCl'ssed by Weht>r in his Wirtschnflund Gmlhclw.ft. 

The following Vedic hymns (Rigvcda vi, 7:i) contain an exaltation of 
\rarfare. 

31'1lfq<ii<JT arcrr ~ f<f mcrr cnfuft +r~r fcrqc{ 1 
~''fPIT Efr"1'11f::Jr iif1P:r ~i'CRT ffi~r: tr~ \;f~lf I 
~ '<frcrrrr ~ CfQCffUflfT~T ~~fir: B~ Cfl\if1lr(f: I 

"\ \ A G 

3JcPfllwd: ~~ f~uyf.:c:r ~;r·~lf<C'f: II 
..........u;... ... • '11 ' "' ... 
+1 '1 11 u 1 C1 CJ1fU1T ~I ~ ll Pi '!;!Ill f(C! I U\il I Jt cF!l~ cffirTlT I 
~oo ~Uffif ~una- \jflfrij" ~ ffi ~r(f 11 

"' "' "' 
For the relation between Kingship and w;.r sec Ihering-, Geist dcr romis-

chm Recli/J·, i, :378. 
~. Pramathnath Banerjet·, l'u.'lic Administration in Ancimt India (London 

11)16 ), p. 31l; F. Engels, Th< Ort~!;iTI nf the Famif;•, Primte ProjJerl) and the State' 
P· 7 : "Gens, Cenos, Sansl:rit }anas, Gothic Koni, Old Norse and Anglo-Sax01; 
l l''l, Ergi;sh Kin, l\Iiddle Hi.:ch German Kur.re, all signify Jinc::Jgc, de~ccr:t". 

- 3· H. N. Sinha, Sovereignty in Ancimt lndim1 Po/i~y (London, I~):Jfl) p. v. 
Cf. the theory of the growth of authority in primiti\·c times, ,V. C. :Mac Lccd 
/lze Or~gi11 and Ilistor;• of Politi,·s (Nt\v York, 1931) pp. gfl ff; Arrordin~ toM: 
Kovalevsky, Tableaue des origines, el de l'wlutiorz de !a families £1 d,, Ia proj;ricte 
Stor.klwlm, 18go, referred to in F. Engels, The Or;,t:irz r>f the .Fami~;, hizat; 
Proj1erty and the Stale (New York, 1942 ), pp. 51-5~, the patriarchal huv~d10ld 
community as found among the Ori .. ntal peoples, formed the transiticnal 
stage between the matriarchal family deriving frcm grcup marriage :md the 
single family of the modern world. 

4 . A.A. Macdonncl and A.B. Keith, Vedic Index of Names and Subjats 
(London 1912 ), II, 216. Henceforward only the name Vedic Index will be 
sed . H.' C. Raychaudhry, Political His/cry of Ancimt India, p. 145 opinrs that 

~be king was much mr,r~ thar: ~J~in!? only ::J :patri·il"Ciwl presidcn~ ; Chzr:cs 
:i~if~nol;os, Jfistor;: tif Anew:/ Czvzlz,;;atwrz, p. 49, also upholds the ex1stcnce fo a 
patriarchal, martwl and p:::storal life for all Aryan peoples. 
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if it could be proved that the Vedic family system was patri­
archal and I think it could, it is not possible to make a case for 
a causal connection between patriarchal family organization 
and a monarchical polity. Even to assert an invariable corre­
lation between the two is doubtful. Some of the Vedic hymns 

contain prayers for kingship. Some passages in these hymns are 
cited to show the historical authenticity of the view that at 
certain periods in their history the Indo-Aryan clans and tribes 
lived under the rule of patriarchs. But it is possible to detect 
in these hymns the fact that the authority of the Vedic king 

was already established and hence we do not have reference 
to p1 e-monarchical patriarchal society \mder the rule of the 
Pitarah-ancicnt pristine fathers or Prajapatis-patriarchs.l 

The V cdic society was full of political turmoils and these 
helped in the consolidation of kingship and its transformation 
into a coercive and dominating ir:stitution with emphasis on 
power---Kshatra or Kshatrasri. The Indo-Aryans had not 
only to fight the powerful Dasyus ·who had great forts, but they 
were also engaged in intcr-tribal·warfare. 2 To meet the exigen­
cies of the times, great personal authority h~d to be conferred 
upon the king for the preservation of social cohesion and 
disciplir.e necessary for mccess. But we do maintain that these 

constant wars only accelerated the processes of the extension of 
kingly power, but they were not the causes of the genesis of the 
institution of kingship itself. Kingship arme in Vedic times as 
a part of the process of integration of the families, tribes, clans 
:md villages into the Rashtta---territorial unit cr state,3 Recent 

1. Narayan Chandra Bandycradh::ya, Dnclcj mmt of Ili11du Poli~)' ar;d 
Political Theories (Calcutta, 1927 ), p. 85. 

" R. V., vii, 18, refers to Sud:-~s's lif:h! against ' 1Q.~ :q ~T fcl~fu 'tf"" 
;;:rrJF(' 

3· According to Marx :md Engels, Cnj1ilo/, i, 38Gn, (also Th{ Origi11 of 
th· Fa mil;, l'ri:·f!l< FrojJcT!J' fllld the S:ntc) t;1~ family is not the original u;1it of 
so~·ia! .aggrcgat.i~ns. Says Engels : "Subscqu!'nt \'<~ry searching 'study of the 
pnmtt1vc cond1t10n of man. led the author (~Jarx) to the conclusion that it 
was not the family that originally developed into the tribr but that'. on the 
!'ontrary, the t~ib.e was the pri~itive and spont;Jneously dcvelop~d form 
of ln.lm~n. assocJatw;'l, on the b~s1s of blood relationship, and that out of the 
first mc1p1cnt looscnmg of the tn bal bonds, the manv and various forms of the 
family were afte:;vards drveloprd." Aristotle, on the other hand took a. 
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advances in sociological research have demonstrated the hollow· 
ness of the older theory which tried to discover the origins of 
kingship in war.l Our view is more in accordance with the 
conclusions of modern political philosophy. 2 On the other hand, 
we do maintain emphatically that the Vedic king was a war­
leader. Sudas, the Vedic king, is hailed in the Rigvcda as a 
great hero. Indra is the Vedic god par excellence because 
through his assistance and favours the Aryans succeeded in 

vanquishing their foes. 
The Vedic kingship was a dignified and exalted institution 

so much so that Indra and Varuna, two of the most important 
Vedic gods, were ascribed the attributes of a king.3 But there were 
two fundamental limitations on the power of the \'cdic king. 

(1) The Vedic kingship was probably clectivc.4 It is still 
controversial whether the king was clectPd by the entin· popu­
lace or only by a select few, getting the acceptance of tlw 
subjects later on. Macdonell and Keith arc sceptical about the 

existence of elective kingship in the Vedas. According to 

Zimmer, while Vedic monarchy was sometimes hereditary, as 

is indeed shown by several references to hereditary descent, 

sometimes it was elective too, though it is not clear whether the 
selection by the people was between the members of the royal 

different view. "The familv is tile association established by uature for tlw 
supply <;'f mc~'s everyday wa'nts. But when several families ~re unitc·d, and tlw 
ass?cmt1on a1ms at something more than the supply of da1ly needs, th~ first 
soc1ety to be formed is the vi\lagr-. And the most natural form of t_he Vlllag<"" 
apl?ears. to be _that of a colony from the family, ...... when several v1\lages ~re 
umted m. a song!!:' ~:omplete community, large enCJu~,h to 1?<: nearly or qllltc 
self-sufficmg, the state (the polis) comes into existence. -Polzt~es, 1252 b. 

I. For a criticism of the views of Gumplowicz, Ratzenhofer, Spencer, 
Bage~ot etc., see Rudolf Holsti, The Relalioll of ll'ar to the Ori.t:in of the Stale 
(Ht>l5mg~fors, 19r3); Robert M. Maciver, The Web (If Gorrmmmt (l'\cw York, 
'947), pp. 31-38. 

2. Cp. Thomas H. Green, Leclurts 011 the Pri11cijdes of Political Obligatiou 
(London, 1941 ), pp. 139 If. 

3· R. V., vii, 49,2,3. A.V., iii, 3, 3· 
4· In the Atharvaveda, iii, 5, 7, we find reference to the ~: 

They included noblemen, headmen of villages, dewr char:ot-makers :Jllll skillttl 
metal workers~ "U\i!T;:ft ~: ~ffi m~ if I '34fol'1 41Ji" ~ tcf 
ijCil't'UC4f"ij"ffi-~ 1 The Taittir7} a l.lrabmana, i, 7, 3, states that the 

... 
Ratnins give the kingdom to the king. 
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family only or extended to members of all the noble clans. 
Gcldner argued that the Vedas refer to acceptance by the 
subjects and not choice by the cantons. 1 We do not have 
sufricient historical data from the Vedic literature to settle the 
matter conclusively. The difficulty is further complicated by 
the fact that the Vedic Samhitas were composed at different 
historical periods and by ditlcrent authors and hence it is quite 
natural to find reference to contrary views in them. But in the 
Arthavavcda, as also in the Rigveda, we !find a very 
important hymn which was recited at the time of election 
of the king: 

Gladly you come among us, remain firmly without f.tltcring ; 
all the people want you ; you may not fall off the state. 

Here be firm like the mountain and may you not come 
down. Be you firm here like Indra, remain you here and hold 
the state. 

Indra has held it (the state) firm on account of the fim1 
Hm i offering, for it Soma as well as Brahmanaspati has said 
the same. 

Firm (as) the heaven, firm (as) the earth, firm (as) the 
universe, firm (as) the mountains, let the raja of the people 
be firm. 

Let the state be held by you, be made firm by the raja 
Varuna, the God Brihaspati, Indra and also Agni. 

Vanquish you firmly, without falling, the enemies, and 
those behaving like enemies crush you under your feet. All 
the quarters unanimously honour you, and for firmness the 
assembly here creates (appoints) you. 2 

Before we comment on this hymn, it is better to analyse 
the theory of the state and the notion of Rashtra. Jayaswal 
translates it as state but this translation is open to objection on 
two grounds. The concept state is a legalistic term and came 
into use in Italy in the 16th century after a long development 

«. V~dic lnd~x, II, 211., 

2. Atharvaveda, vi, 8j-88; this hymn also occurs in Rigvcd a, x, I i3 with 
slight modifications. The abbrevi;,tcd forms A. V. and R. V. haYc bet"n used 

for the Atharvavcda and the Rigvcda rc~pcctively. 
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of political and juristic thought.1 The earlier terms in European 
political philosophy to designate a territorial political unit were 
much simpler like pclis or civitas or res publica. Hence in translat­
ing the word Rashtra by state we assume an amount of mature 
political development that perhaps was not present in the Vedic 
India of fifteenth century B.C. If we translate the word Rashtra 
by the term state, then in such sentences as "you may not fall off 
the Rashtra," 2 "be seated on this high point in the body of the 
Rashtra",3 "this Rashtra or Rat is for you,"' we will have to 
credit the Vedic Aryans with having anticipated the subtle 
distinction between state and government, a principle which 
became recognized in European political thought only with Bodin 
and was given a classical formulation by Rousseau and Hegel. 5 

The almost conclusive evidence to prove the fact that the 
Vedic Aryans did not imply the conceptual formulation ofthe 
state in their notion of Rashtra comes from the Indian litera~ 
ture itself. In the Vedas we find references to a king of man 
Rashtras.~ This latter phrase could not be used if Rashtra 
meant a state, unless we think that the Vedic polity was an 

I. George Sabine, "State", EnC)'clojJaedia of the Social Sciences, xiv, 328, 
s_ays : The m?dcrn usc of the word {State) in the scme of a body politic 
hrst appeared m Italy (.ria to) in the early part of the sixteenth century ; ... 
The use of the term as a ~cncric name fr:r a bcdy politic wh•:'hl'r rcpt.bl:can 
or a_bsrl•.tc,_ w~.s probably fixed by Machiavelli (Prince, ~h. i ). Its carlist 
usc m English m this conncxion occurs in Thomas Starkey s England ( 1538 ), 
a book bas~:d on Italian authorities. The meaning became common in France 
~~r.c: E·u~l<·Jd dt!r·'l~ thcsixtecnrh cen't!ry and was ~doptcd into officialla!lguage 
m. the exprcssw!l secretary of state, an ·office held by Robert Cenlundc•· 
Ehz.abeth. Dun.ng the seventeenth century Stnatskunst beca;nc:- the Gcr~::m 
cqmvaknt of rnt;Jotze di sta/o and somewhat later Stnatsrecht acqUired the mcanmg 
of jus puhlicum." 

2. A. V., vi, 87. 

3· A. V., iii, 4· 2. 

4· The Saiapz .. ha Brahmana, v. 2 • i, 2 'i; t~e rrfcrcncrs to the S:-tt:-tpatha 
Brahmana are to the English translation· by Julius E!!grli~~, puhlislted in 
Th~ Sacred Books of th~ East series. Henceforward the abbrC\'1:-ttc-d form S. H. 
will be used for the Satapatha Dral"lman<l. T:w abbreviated f.•rm 5. fl. F. 
\\"ill be us;cl for . The Sacred Books of thr Fast. The abbrc:•i.:-tt~c! forms A. H., 
T. B., and :C:· ~·~viii be us~d for the Aitareya Brahman a, the 'I mttmya llrahn:ana 
and the Tattlmya Samluta respectively. 

5· Sometimes Marsiglia's statements with regard to the duty of the 
legislator to punish the executive, j1ars principans are interpre-ted as si)!nifyin~ 
a distinction be. tween the state and the gcvernment- Dif.·wor Pa.:is, Dook 1, 

Chapter, 18. 

6. R. V., vii, 3·4. 11. 
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imperial federation of many sovereign states. In the Aitareya 
Brahmana Rashtram is identified with dominion or rule-Kshatra.1 

In the Taittiriya Samhita the people arc said to be Rashtra.2 

The Atharvaveda conclusively denies the attainment in the 
Vedic Rashtra of the conceptual abstraction involved in the state, 
when in a prayer it prays for the a-ttainment of Rashtra, of 
K.shatra and animals. 3 If Rashtra is eguivalcnt to a state con­
ceptually, then Kshatra and animals would be comprehended 
therein as its components and do not have to be mentioned sepa­
rately. Our view that the Rashtra docs not connote the concept 
of a state is also substantiated from the evidence of later 
literature on Hindu polit.cal thought. We find no mention of 
Rashtra as a spcc1fically defined political category in the Artha­
sastra of Kautilya. ~ In the first chapter of the fifth book of 
the Arthasastra Kautilya says; •· ~dcasures necessary to remove the 
thorns of public peace in fortified places and the Rashtra have 
been dealt with. We shall now proceed to treat of measures to 
suppress action against the king and the kingdom." If Kautilya 
would have been conscious of the comprehensiveness involved 
in the concept state then he would not have listed here four 
categories, forts, Rashtra, the king and the kingdom (Rajya) 
separately. The same conclusion is substantiated by such 
phrases and words and sentences in the same chapter : "Go out 

into this fort or this Rashtra" (~l"ciUI<ij,fffi .. ~}T ~~err) or "set up 

a district or a boundary" ( <I~S?ql~llfl .. d"llt'lf err ) • Kautilya 

refers to seditious persons in forts or in country ( ~~~ ) . 
He talks about the seditious chief of a country or district 

( ~~ll {16<;<'J.€ll'{). These words and phrases definitely support my 

r. A. B., vii, 22, 31. 
2. T. s., i, 6, JO, 3· 
3· A. v., x, 3,I2. 

~ 'if ~ :q ~ 'if fcro'<r ftc~ ft~~'<f <l~ cR~ ~ ~ I 
an<:r~ ~ :q o:rm :q 'h1fa~::q 3ffll'J'ifl~ '<fe1~ ssil:;f :q 1 ll<l~ 

~ ~ 

<:ij~l~ "tfl«ft~ :q ~ :q mli" ~ """q(j-' :q 'SI'\ifT :q ~ 1 
~ .... v .. -A. . xu, 5, S,g, xo. 

4· Kautilya's Arthsastra, English translation by R. Shamasastrv 
( Afysore, 1923 ). In the Arthasastra, i, 6, we find the word ijG(rti'(ftsc' 1 · 

"' "' 
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proposition that the sanskrit word Rashtra does not connote the 
comprehensiveness and legalism associated with the state. It 
appears that according to Kautilya the Rashtra meant no more 
than the countryside or the people of the countryside. At the 
place where Kautilya mentions the categories that form a king­
dom he is absolutely silent about the Rashtra.1 Sukra mentions 
the Rashtra as one of the seven clements of the kingdom. 2 He 
could not say so if he conceived of the Rashtra as a state hccause 
nobody can say that the state is a part of the kingdom.3 In 
Sukra probably, Rashtra stands for population or people. It is of 
course true that in the modern Hindi languages the word 
Rashtra menns the same thing as the nation-state but we can 
not read the modern meaning into Vedic texts. 

We have only denied the existence of the theoretical concept 
of the state in ancient India. As will be clear later on, Hindu 
thinkers did have the conceptual formulation of some of the cle­
ments that compose a state-territory, population, government, 
and so on. They did not have one single concept that could 
connote in an abstract way what the term state connotes. But 

the repudiation of the conceptual existence of the state, docs 

certainly never imply the historical non-existence of the factors 
that compose a state or even of the state itself. I emphatically 
disagree with certain writers who on the basis of a superficial 
acquaintance \vith Hindu history and thought deny the 
historical existence of the state in ancient India. According to 
Hegel, there could not be any state in India because of the absence 
of freedom both as abstract will and as subjective freedom 
and hence "Hindu political existence presents us with a people 

I. fq(H(+f((lj\if"fq~~~fq'!flfilr "Sf~: 

OTf~: ~: ~aT: ~~: I 
"' 

~: ~if~: "Sf<[.GT '(1\if'EiqG:: -Arthasastra, vi, '· 

2. Sukranitisara, edited by Gustav Oppcrt (Madras, 1882 ). 

3· In the Manusmriti, vii, 157. we find that the word UtlC: is used 

along with 3fl{"K<f, '5ft', OT:zi' and G:~ as the five other constituen; clement~ 
of the circle. If ~ signified the state than ~ (forts) and ~ 
(punishment) shoul<! r:ot have b~en used as separate from the state. 
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but no state."1 ~Iasson-Ourscl, Grabowska and Stern think 
that the vast size of the country and the heterogeneity of the 
people were stumbling blocks against the formation of a state in 
India.2 Cox says that Hindu society has been a large aggre­
gation oi" practically autonomous small communities held 
together by mutual dependence and hence he concludes that 
Brahmanic India may be called a society without an organized 

state. 3 

I do not hold that we can find the replica of the modern 
hurt';:mcratic ollltlipotent Ic,·iathan in ancient India. But on the 
other hand I do hold that since Vedic times ancient India 
presented th(' ~l>l'Ctacle of an organized political life under the 
lcad!'rship t)f a recognized superior. A mere glance at the 
,·astucss and onkrlinc~s of the political system under Asoka 
would convince the critic that he is faced with an extremely 
complicated political structure that comprehended under its 
s\vay a very ext<nsive area. If~ to prove the historical reality of a 
state, we have to show the concomitant existence of an organized 
population living upon a common territory under a specific 
governmental dominance \Ve think that the history of ancient 
India can provide countless examples of such phenomena. 
Besides, as , .... e shall show, such political phenomena were found 
both under monarchial and republican polities. 

Moreover, in modern social science research we find that the 
once majestic concept of the state associated with Hegel, 
Bosanquet and Austin has been debunked. We find anthro­
pologists talking of the existence of state and political authority 
under the most primitive social conditions:"' We have references 
to democratic and diversified political structures in simple 

!. G.W.F. Hege-l, The Philosophy of History (New York, 1g44 ). p. 16 1 • 

2 • Paul Mas~on-Ours~l, H~l~na _de Will_man-Grabowska ~nd Philippe 
Stern, Ancimt Ind1a and Jndtan CHtlt..<;alrc-n (London, t934 ), p. 85• 

3. Oliver C. Cox, Caste, Class and Race (New York, 1948 }. p. 70• 

4 . Joyce 0. Hertzler, Social Institutions (Lincoln Ncb rg46) 
PP· 79.s0 ; ~·I'!· Lowic, Primitiv-. Society (New Xork, IQ~O ); \v. H. ':R. Rh·ers', 
Social Orgam;;.atrotl (New York, 1924) ; B. M_ahnowskJ, Sex and Repression in 
Savage S~ciet;• (New York, 1927) ; A.~· Radchffc-~rown, The Andaman Islanders 
(Cambndge, 1933); Hobhousc, \\heeler and Gmsberg The .Material Cult 
and SoCial Institutions of the Simpler Peoples (London, 1915 ). ' ure 
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societies.l Hence if one can talk of the existential reality of the 
state in primitive societies, simply on the ground that one find5 
there the organized powers of social regulation, one is justified 
in talking of the existence of the state in the highly advanced 
civilizations ofVedic and post-Vedic India. 

The hymn quoted above2 puts a great emphasis on making 
the king strong in order that he could crush his enemies. This 
shows that the time was not one of stability and peace but one 
of bloodshed and threat of war. This would imply the need 
of great military power for the king to perform his functions. 
Interestingly enough we find in this hymn an invocation to the 
gods to strengthen the king. Such an idea we find in the 
religious literature of all the ancient peoples-Egyptians, 
Assyrians, etc. 

The election of the king was for lifc.3 But he could be 
deposed and expelled. There are some references to expulsion of 
kings from their realms and their efforts to recover their power.• 
At times the king was humiliated and exiled. Sometimes after 
a period of exile an ex-king was re-electcd. 6 We are quoting 

below a hymn from the Atharvaveda which according to J ayaswal 

was employed at the re-election of a king who had been apparently 
driven out : "The people elect you to rulership, the wide 
glorious quarters elect you. Be seated on this high point in the 

I. Bronislaw Malinowsky, Freedom and Ciz•ili.;:alit•n (New Vork, 1944-:. 
P· 298 ; F. Engels, 1 he Origin oj the Fami(y, Prw-'J.e l'rop~r';• nnd ihe State, p. 79 ; 
Morgan ~~caks of two type~ of organisation in hun-•an history, the societas 
and ~he "?'las. Ancient society or societas is founded upon "persons and upon 
relat~onsh1ps purely personal". As distinguished from the stratifications pre­
sent m the Civitas, the societas is characterised. by freedom and equality. Cf., 
Gunnar Landtmann, 7 he Origin rf the Jne'!u~l~ty of the Social Clnsscs (London, 
1 ~38 ), PP· 309-10 : "Among the most pnm1tlve races tribal authority is exer­
Cised almost universally in the democratic f0rm of a general council, while 
governments reprt!Senting the monarchic principle are almost entirely absent 
among peoples usually relegated to the lowest group". 

2. Atharvaveda, vii, a7.aa ; ser P· 10 infra. 

3· Atharvaveda, iii, 4 7 · M. Winternitz, A Hislo1y of Indian Liternturt 
(Calcutta, .1927 ), i, 146 say~ ; '"There is an interesting prayer (Ath. III, 4 j 
at the electiOn of a K~ng, in which the heavenly_ King Varu~a appears as the 
one wh? cho~ses the Kmg, the name of the god bemg brought mto etymological 
connex10n With the verb var, to ci:Joo-;e. '' 

4· Vediclndex,II,2 13 . 

A. V., iii, 3, 5·, Winternitz, op. cit., calls it a remarkable magic formula. 
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body of the state and from there vigorously distribute the 
natural wealth." 1 There is not reference in the early Vedi~ litera­
ture to the exercise of the legislative function by the king.2 "Late1· 
on, especially in the Mauryan period it became more importa~t. 
In the Rigveda the civil and criminal jurisdiction of the .king is 
hardly mentioned. 3 Basu says : "The fact can only be explained 
by accepting that the king was not powerful enough ~r free 
enough to undertake all this but yet could enforce, . by way ·or 
military discipline, the abrogation of direct revenge. Tj1is 
explanat10n seems to be irrcsisti blc if we look to the later Samhi.ta 
period when the war was enforced by the king's courts: This 
is the natural result of the extension of the power and auth.ority 
of the king." 4 

This limited character of the judicial functions of the Vedic 
king was not only consequent upon the fact that at least· in 
some cases he was an elected official who could possibly be 
deposed, but also upon the fact that kingship as an institution 
was still in the process of growth. The term "Shatadaya',. 

occurs in the Rigveda ( ~ cfh: .~lll4i<fUl~ R. V., iv, 
32,4) and it has been argued that the practice of wergild was· 
present· in those days. This would substantiate the point 
regarding the limited judicial power of the king. Geldncr 
says that it is "reasonable to assume ·that the business of the· 

r. A V., iii, 4,2. The English translation is from K. P,jayaswal, lJindir 
Polity II, 8-g. Kausika Sutra, xvi. 30, refers to Kings e:xpellcd (~;ij) andr 
their efforts to regain power. 

2. Vediclndex, II, 214. 

3· For the economic powers and po_i•ion oft.hc. \'edi~ King. sf'e Vedic· 
Index ii, 214-215.: "I:Jop~ins is strongly ?f opinion that the payments were 
made for p~otcctwn-1.c .. m modern termmolo!l!:.as a tax, ~ut that the King· 
~\·~ reco~mzcd as the owner of all the la.nd, wlulc ·yet the ·mdjvidu,ill or the 
JOint fam1ly also owned the land. As agamst Baden Powell who asserted that 
the idea o_f the .king as. a landowner ~\'as later, he urges for the Vei:llt!pciiod 
t~at the kmg ... 1s descnbed a;; devounng the people1and that, according to the· 
At tareya Brahr:nena, the Vatsya can be devoured a.t wilT :and niaftreated': .. ; 
and for the penod of the legal Sutras and Sastras he Clte.>·Rnha•-·a•i'rmtl·Na.rp.d 
as clearly recognil;ing the ~ing's ove_rlordship, bcs~des a pass<~g~ .o-f ;h\! Manav~· 
Dha~ma~astra \~h1ch rlt!scnbes the ~!~g as 'lor~ 01 all", a phrase \~hich '.lltihler 
;-vas mclmcd to mterprct a~ .a proct o~,landownmg-. ThL evidence ir., However 
madequate to prove what IS sought. ,, ,. 

4· Praphullachandra Basu, Indo-Aryan l'olity . (Allahabad.:. 19·., 9 ) 
lOI-102. , ~ ' PP~ 
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assembly was general deliberation on policy of all kinds, legis­
-lation so far as the Vedic Indians cared to legistate and judicial 
work". From this it would follow that not the king but the 
Samiti or perhaps the Sabha would be concerned with judicial 
work. 

2. A second limitation on any autocratic exercise of politi­
cal power by the Vedic king was provided by the authority 
and functions of two institutions, the Samiti and the Sabha. 1 

Possibly the Samiti was the assembly of the entire populace 
or Visah because we find references to 'the whole people' or the 
Samiti, in the alternative, electing and re-electing the king.~ 
We find mentioned debates and discussions in the Samiti and that 
would indicate its politically mature character. The follow­
ing hymns will serve as an illustration : 

Common be the prayer of this assembly, 
common the acquirement, common the 
purpose, associated be the desire. I 
repeat for you a common prayer. I 
offer for you with a common libation.3 

Common be your intention. Common be 
your hearts. Common be your thoughts, 
so that there may be a thorough union among you.4 

May the enemy not win the debate. 
Overcome the debate of those 
that debate against us, render them 
devoid of force ? · 

Overcome thou the debate of him that 
is hostile to us, 0 Indra ? Encourage 
~s with thy might. Render me superior 
1n debate. 6 

.. (. cr.~ fcr.ms'104'21~ 1 6' ~ :q ~f~fd~:q ~'if~ :qlt104:q{')"f t 
.... ~ ...:) ' 

~~ q ~fd~'iil ~'fTlm'if ij (il!IQ'q f3:rzi mlf ~CJfu 'if '(Tcf ck I 
A. V. XV. 9· There seems to be noJustification for R. D. Banerjee's ;tatement 
(p. !lB, Prehistoric Aru:ient and Hindu India) that the power of the Vedic king 
appears to have been uncontrolled. 

2. Jayaswal, op. cit., I, ll. 
3· R. V., x, rgr, 3. 
4· R. V., x, 1g1 • 

5• S. B. E., xlii: ,;·7-8. 
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According to Jayaswal, the Vedic Samiti was the sovereign 
assembly of those times since it had the power of electing or 
appointing the king.1 Of course, the characterization of the 
Samiti as being invested with sovereign political powers is the 
modern way of characterizing the situation. The Vedic Aryans 
were conscious of gradations in political power,2 but we do not 
find any explicit reference to ultimate or supreme political power. 
We shall say more about the concept of sovereignty in ancient 
India later on. The very existence and functioning of the Vedic 
Samiti is enough to show that the stmcture of political power 
in ancient India was non-concentrated and diversified. In 
later times the village formed the basis of the constitution of the 
Samiti and hence we find in the Vedic period "the principle 
of representation appreciated and variously acted upon."3 
Probably at the Vedic coronation ceremony the Gramani or the 
leader of the village was present in a representative capacity. 

The Sabha' was a council of elders and powerful men. 
According to Ludwig, the Sabha was an assembly not of all the 
people but of the Brahmins and the rich people, while the 
Samiti included the entire people. In Zimmer's opinion the 
Sabha was the village assembly. Macdonell does not accept 
either opinion and agrees with Hillebrandt in holding that the 
Sabha and the Samiti cannot be distinguished.11 Dayananda 
regarded the Samiti and Sabha as two different institutions and 
we agree with his view. Jayaswal and some other writers 
also consider them to be distinct institutions. According to the 
Atharvaveda (vii, 12, I) also the Samiti and the Sabha are 
regarded as the two daughters of Prajapati. 

The Sabha was undoubtedly a gathering of select people. 
It formed some sort of an advisory body and the king came to 

z. Jay3Swal, op. cit., I, 11-1 7· 

2. A. B. viii, 6, refers to ~1 fli i>li~lf, ~' Wl<l~lf, ~~ 

Ql <il~ll, fi 1€!01 (f\i'lf", aufl:tqeq, ~ ~tc. 
g. Jayaw.·nl, op. cit., I, 14. 

-4,. R. V., vi, 28, 6 ; viii, 4, g ; x, 36-6. 
5· Vedic ltuft:A:., II, 4 !26-!:7 • 
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be dependent on. its advice and counsel but this is not tanta­
mount to the existence of a tribal democracy in the Vedic age. 1 

Besides the Samiti and the Sabha we also get references to 
the Vidatha which signifies ( 1 ) an assembly for secular ends, 
(2) an assembly for religious ends and (3) an assembly for war.2 

According to Bloomfield the Vidatha means mainly the 'house' 
and secondarily the 'sacrifice' connected with the house. Jayas­
wal regarded the Vidatha as the parent folk-assembly from which 
th Samiti, the Sabha and the Sena differentiated. But it 
seems to be a spontaneous and occasional assemblage rather 
than a regular and formal one like the other two. Besides 
the king, other officers mentioned in the Vedic literature arc the 
Vrajapati, the Gramani and the Senani. 

After the Vedic age3 we pass to the period which is usually 

I. The Atharvavcda contains an inspired hyrrn r~?garding tlw Sabha 
~ :q JJT mlrfuffiCffit sr~·~u ~f"CfGR I 
~ ~ \N 'IT ij' fulffi"'iTif!~ CRTf.r firm:: mtr II 
~ cr ~~ ;wr 'JRter rm:r err 31fu 1 "' 
zf -~ ~ '<f ij)TJ~ ~ ~~ ~: II 

1 ~ ij 'l141 '11 '1 i q-;ff RmrJlfT ~ I 
~: ~: ~~ iflflFs:" ~fly;:f ~ II 
ll''\ err iJ'f: rrwm lfc;: q;ij~ <l~ ~ 1 
~ Cf arr <4~h'li'lf~ iffir eft ~ ifii: 11 

-Atharvavcda, vii, 12, !·4-
In the Vedic literature we also find use of the terms ij"ij'J:;:n: 27">"1'1tfl~ ;>nd 

~:( ,'1;1"11 

a. Basu, op. cit., p. a5• 

cr. ~~~ ~ qftfctf{Cllf.:l ~~: ~tfu 1 
-R. V. viii, 3R, 6. 

~cRif ~~~~T: -R.V.ii,24, r6. 
3· Referring to s f h . . ·· · period N. C B orne o t e dominant economic characteri~t1cs 01 t1~1s 

(Calcutta 1 2" andyopadhyaya, Ecotwmic Life and Pro.~ress iu Ancimt Indra, 
Vedic oer'ioa ~~ P~·. 107, rog says: "As yet there is nothing to prove that in the 
Rigv ... dic evid IC rng was regarded as the owner of the state territory. Th~ 
tribute only f;nce h?ows ~hat i'IS guardian of his people he could claim Ins 
of the soil. L~er Is su?Jects. Nothing more is said of his bein~ the owner 
of a share in v'II on Ill the Atharvavcda we find pray~:rs for th" grant 
as the sole ow~c:t/ to th.e king and this shows that he was not. regarded 
we have no thin in :he VJ!Iagcs, ......... As regards the. (a landed anstocr~cy) 
cracy .... The Chgando he R1gvcd~ which proves the ~x1stcnce of surh an an~to­
Janasruti toR "k gya Upamsad contains the g1ft of the village by kmg 
and this contr~bu~:d In subsequent periods just gifis of villages were co?lmon 
Up.:nisads and in earlto the gr~nvt~ of the Ivfahasalas whom we find m the 

Y Buddh1~t literature." 
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called the age of the Brahmanas. Since in this chapter v•e arc 
giving a very concise sketch of the development of Hindu poli­
tical institutions, for the sake of convenience we shall discuss at 
one stretch the period from about 1000 B.C. to the seventh cen­
tury B.C. For this period we can rely on the political informa­
tion provided by the three great Brahmanas, (a) the Satapatha, 
(b) the Aitarcya, and (c) the Taittiriya. The Sadavimsa and 
the Gopatha Brahmanas arc not important for our purpose. 
\Ve shall also usc for this period the data supplied by the 
Mahabharata and the Ramayana. We think that although 
from a theoretical and religious-philosophical standpoint the 
Ramayana and the Mahabharata arc post-:t\,lauryan, for details 
of political history they refer to periods contemporary with 
the later Vedic age. 

The two dominant tendencies of this period-from the age 
of the Brahmanas to the beginnings of Magadhan Imperialism 
in the sixth century B.C.-are first, the consolidation of strong 
monarchical power paralleled with the decline of the Samiti 
and the Sabha and secondly, the rise of republican. forms of 
governments which attained their maturity in the succeeding 
fifth and fourth centuries B.C. We shall discuss these points 
111 some detail. 

If the Rigveda is primarily centered in the "land of the 
seven rivers" (the Panjab), the principal geographical centre in 
the Mahabharata, the Rarnayana and the Brahrnanas is the 
middle Gangetic valley.1 The territorial advance of the Vedic 

1. According to Max Muller and Weber, the Rigveda was composed in 
the J>anjab ; Br~nnhofer, Hillebrandt :;nd Herte! argue tha! some of the 
hymns of the R1gveda were composed m Afghamstan and Iran. Sitanath 
Pradhan : Chronology of Ancient India, (Calcutt~, 192_7 ), p. 202 holds that "the 
valleys of the Ganga and the Yai?una w~re mh?blted by the Aryans during 
the Rigvedic period." F. E. Parg1ter, Ancrmt lndran Historical Tradition (Lon­
don, 1922) pp. 299-300, on the basis of the Puranas, refutes the theory of the 
migration of th~ A;yans from the nort~1-west. He says. "Tradition or myth 
thus directly md1cates that the A1las (or Aryans) entered India from 
the mid-Himalayan region, and the altitude towards theN .\V. frontier lends 
no support to any invasion fr<;>m that qu~rter ...... Myth suggests the country 
Ilavrita in _the north as the reg~on from wh1ch t.h!!Y came." The probable diffi­
cultit"s to h1s theory fr~m:r the existence or San~kntJzcd names in the Boghazkoi 
treaty between the H1tt1tes and the Mullanmans, Pargiter would answer by the 
hypothesis of an Indian migration to Iran. Pargiter's theory has not found 
any substantial degree of adherence among indologist.~. 
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Aryans led to the gradual consolidation of kingly authority and 
the Sabha and Samiti were gradually replaced by a council of 
ministers appointed by the king. Kingship became definitely 
hereditary in this stage. The centralization of royal power 
possibly resulted in the diminution of village autonomy by 
making the Gramani-the village head, a nominee of the king 
rather than an elected officer. 

According to the Aitareya Brahmana, we find different 
types of polities in that age.l In the eastern countries we find the 
form called Samrajya. The word Samrat is referred to in the 
Rigveda. Keith interprets Samrajya to mean a loose type of 
empire in which the overlordship or paramountcy of one state 
'~ recognized.2 .Jayaswal holds that Samrajya signifies "a 
co~bination of monarchies" or a federal imperialism around 
one dominant member.a In the middle country among the 
Kurus and the Pancalas the Rajya type or kingship was preva­
lent. In the north beyond the Himalayas among the U ttara­
Kurus and the Uttara-Madras the Vairajya" type of polity ope­
rated. The word Vairajya is interpreted to mean sovereignty 
by Keith and kinglessness by Jayaswal. We think it only signi­
fies some peculiar change in the character of the prevalent type 
9f kingship in those days. In the west among the Nicyas the 
~varajya type of polity was found. From a philological 
mt~rpretation of Svarajya it seems that people in the western 
regiOns enjoyed more autonomy than in the others.5 In the south 
among the Satvants the Bhaujya type was characteristic. 
Sometimes the word Bhaujya means non-hereditary leadership. 
!he Mahabharata mentions Bhoja as a class of rulers. Keith 
mterprets Bh · 1 " d aUJya to mean "paramount ru e an we agree 

I. The Aitareya Brahmana, viii, 14. 

K 't~· R~o~ Keith's translation of these five types of polities, see Arthur B. 
ei ' •g- eda Brahmanas, (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1920 ), p. 329· 

3· Jayaswal, op. cit., I. 39·40, g2, 94· . 
4· !\·B. viii, 17, refers to a king being called •Vi~at: after his consecrau.on 

by the Aindramal~abhiseka. According to Sayana Vamljya connotes supenor 
excellence-- 1!'::r,.nr'\. Uti r. ni' .. fQ 'I' I 

' ' '1.\I'T'il ·~tld......,l .. lill~ 

5· Reference to ~ in th: A.tharvaveda xx, rog, 103, 1-3; :xx. 
IIg, 2 j R. v., v 82 2 . . . 
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with him. The Aitareya Brahmana contains an inspired 
exhortation to imperialistic conquests and enterprise. It says: 
"Monarchy at its highest should have an empire extending 
right up to natural boundaries, it should be territorially aU· 
embracing, up to the very ends uninterrupted, and should cons" 
titute and establish one state and administration up to the !:Cas." 
A dynamic gospel of political expansion is contained in some 
other of its statements : "I want to attain to lordship over _all 
rulers ...... I want to advise the conquest of space and time ... . 
I want to be Sarvabhauma and be Ekarat ofthe earth up t\!J 

the skies". 
This five-fold classification shows that there were great­

differences in the forms of kingship. We already find in the 
Rigveda notions of gradations of political power, signified 
by various terms. This tendency to construct a hierarchical 
typology of kingly power is common in Hindu writers and v.~ 
find an example of this in the writer Sukra.1 This classification 
shows also the growing power of the king since it contains the 
term Samrat. In general, in the age of the Brahmanas and later, 
the power of the king steadily increased and royal jurisdiction 
was extended in the realm of justice.2 According to the Sata-

1. Sukraniti, i, 183-187 ; the term ~ comprrhends the ~ 
~~~ 'U'iiT ''hfi(ilifl, ~~~ f<f~ and ~I The categorisatiOH 
is in accordance with the principle of an ascending scale of control of wealth 
and power. The scheme according to Sukra is as follows :-

Title Annual income in silver Karsa. 

( i) ~ 
( ii ) lJTOSf~ 
( iii ) -um 
( iv ) 'l~i <tlif I 
(v) ~ 
(vi) ~~ 
(vii) ~ 
(viii) ~ 

1 to 3 hundred thousand 

3 hundred thousand to one mi11ion 
1 million to 2 mi11ion 

2 mi11ion to 5 million 

5 million to 10 million 

10 million to 100 million 

100 million to 500 million 

500 million and up 

see Benoy Sarkar : Institution.· and Theories p. 224. 

2. In the Aitareva Brahmana (vii, 29 ), the king is regarded as one wM 
devours hissubjects (f<l~ll"''dl ~). But this implies not unadulteratt:d 
exploitation by the ~ing of the peop.le but possibly, means that the king.· 
subsisted on the basts of the revenue gtven by the people. 
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.. patha Brahman a the king is the wielder of punishment (Danda) · 

.ln the early Vedic age we did not find any trace oforganizcd 
~riminal justice vested either in the king or in the assembly. 
This period also noticed the extension of the reliance of the people 
Ul.f~eneral up<:m the king, against the encroachment of the nobles. 
Alreany the Atharvaveda contains the wish, "May the king 
become master of the princes."1 The Chandogya Upanishad 
i:e~ers to the philosophic and enlightened idealism of king Asva­
pati," the king of Kekaya who asserts : "In my kingdom there is 
ao thiet; no coward, no drunkard, no man without the sacri­
ficial fire set up in his houses, no one uneducated, no adulterer, 
much less an adulteress". This appears to be a remarkable 

,.forecast of the political idealism of king Asoka. 
: · But although the power of the king increased and this 
<lcvelopment coincided with the diminution in the power of the 
.#amiti, still in the Brahmanas we find references to deposition 
. and banishment of the kings like Dustartu Paumsayan, Dirgha-
s~avas and Sindhukshit.2 Yet it would be going too far to read 

.,in ~hese instances of deposition and banishment of kings notions 
of co~stitutional monarchy and limited kingship. According 

t~ ~andyopadhaya there arc ample evidences pointing to the 
. ,limited character of kingship in the land of the Kurus and the 
: .~ancalas because the Mahabharata speaks of the deposition 
. ,of the king of Kosala by the subjects while in the case of the 
Kurus we hear of the constant interference of the people not 
only in matters of succession but in all affairs of the state. He 
adds that tl · db. · . . le epic political life is charactenze Y popular: sove-
reignty and the subservience of monarchy to political opinion. 
We find it d'ffi k W 

• 1 1cult to agree with these remar s. e may accept 
the historic 1 f d · · · · · a authenticity of these cases o eposJtwn, but this IS 
not enough t · . h' 1 1 · · o Imply limited kmgs 1p anc a popu ar sovereignty. 
Sporadic int · · · · · t t II d'fli ervention or upnsmg IS a o a Y I ercnt pheno-
menon from . · f J't' I h a contmuous exercise o po 1 Ica power by t e 

_I •• A. V., iv 22 

-- .. .'2,; Narcndr: Na~h Law, Astects of Ancient Indian Poliry, (Oxford,· 1921 ), 
~~. II •. ; . 

3· Bandyopadh.aya, op. cit., p. 161, PP· 156 - 161 : 
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people or their accredited representatives. Due to the decline 
<1f the Vedic Samiti and the conversion of the Vedic Sabha 
into the council of ministers appointed by the king, there was 
absolutely no legal or constitutional machinery to effectuate 
the will of the people in a systematic manner. Jayaswal thinks 
that the Paurajanapada was such a legal machinery1 but his 
views have been vigorously challenged by other scholars. 
More than all this, nobody can deny that in spite of all these 
cases of depositions, the real decision-making machinery was 
controlled not by the people or their chosen representatives but 
hy one person exercising monocratic political power-the king. 
In spite of all his arguments for limited kingship and popular 

·sovereignty, Bandyopadhaya cannot deny the f.'lct that the decisi?!l 
in favour of the ~lahabharata war was made not by any popular 
assembly or diet but by one single individual-Duryodhana. 

We would mention some other features of the post-Vedic 
polity. Epic royalty was intimately associated with an aristo­
cracy comprising the king's allies and relations, subject kings, 
military leaders or knights and pricsts. 2 These nobles took 
part in the Sabha and led military enterprises. The 1\·Iaha­
bharata shows the transformations of the Vedic Sabha. In 
the Epic we find the Sabha to be an assembly of any sort. It 
may be a judicial on<.', or court of law ; it may be a royal one, 
king's court ; it may be a social gathering for pleasure, and finally 
it may, in its older meaning be a political assembly.:s The 
overwhelming testimm:y of the Brahmanas, the Mahabharata 
and the Ramayana demonstrates one thing very emphatically­
the almost total disappearance of the Vedic Samiti and the trans­
formation of the Sabha into an agency appointed by the king for 
-executing his will. 

The epics record some instances of abdication and abnega­
tion of pc:litica I pcwer. The Fhilosopl:y behind such action, 

r. Jayaswal, ojJ, cit., II, chapter XXVIII, pp. i9- u•8. 
a. R. K. Mookcrji, Hindu Civili;:ation (Nu'" Yutk, 1936 ), p. '45· 

~· E. Vy. Hopk~ns, "The yosition of the Military Cast<·," Journal of the 
Amenca11 Orze11tal ~n~lc!J! Vol. XII~ ( 1888 ), quoted in Banerjee, op. cit. p. 95· 
cr. c. J. Shah. Jamasm Ill North Indaa (London, 1932 ), p. 92; B. c. Law, Ancient 
.Mid-Indian Kshatri.Ja Tribes (Calcutta, 1924 ), p. 41. 
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which is oriented to an ethic of emancipation from the pain and 
miseries of transmigration, will be dealt with later. But we 
shall record some historical instances when kings left the thrones 
to their successors and retired to the forest to lead a life of con­
templation and austerity. The Ramayana illustrates the tragic 

story of Dasaratha who could not materialize his desire 
to retire after giving the throne to his son Rama. According to 

the Mahabharata Yudhisthira arranged that his nephew should 
rule the kingdom and retired to the forest along with his wife 
and brothers. Such instances of voluntary abdication of kingly 
power are also found in the Jatakas. We have the instance of 
Nimi who renounced the world to attain the position which is 
"preliminary to Buddhahood." 

We shall make passing references to some other features of 
the Mahabharatan and the Ramayanic polity. The king could 
not levy taxes arbitrarily. There was no feudal concept of thr. 
ownership of all land by the king. Arbitrary punishments could 
not be imposed. Assessors were in existence and they deter­
mined the guilt although as we have noticed before, the king's 
judicial p · ' h h d owers Increased because e a to pass sen tencc 
a~d execute it. We shall net take up the question of the ancient 

Hmdu republics here but shall treat them at the end, for the-
sake ofpr · 

esentmg a systematic picture. 
We have been noticing thus far the progressive extension of 

the power and authority of the king. But in order to have a 
clear piet f h · · d ure o the situation it is necessary to ave m mm one 
very vital pcint. Positive statutcry legis! at ion which is the chief 
mark of modern states was if not al:sent, at the most of small 
consequence in ancient India.I The daily lives of the fCoplc 
were governed by custom, Vedic laws, and the concept cf one's. 

own ~harma. Participation by the individual in the politically 
orgaruzed .pattern of relationships was small-only a small seg­
meP.t of h1s personality was affected by things which we would 

... '· For the almost similar situation in the ancient European clas ~-cal 
CIVJhzation especially before the rise of the plebians in Rome, see Fu!tel de 

Co~langes, The A~~eient Ci!J (Boston, , 9,, ), chapter viii ; Vinogradoff, Historkt1l 
]UIIS/JrufltiiCe jj h ' , , C , lV. 
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call political. Hence, even if the political authority would have 
had glaringly vicious features these would not be apparent and 
therefore, while an absolutely rigid authoritarian rule would 
have been intolerable in small family group in which nearly 
every member participated with almost his entire personality, it 
could be tolerated in the context of the political universe which 
was remote and impersonal. 1 In small social and political units 
we find a density and intensity of feeling and attachment. 
The sense of bdongingncss and group-part1c1pation is 
very marked in small-sized political structures like the city 
or the polis. There is prevalent a great deg1 ee of personal 
acquaintanceship and it is easy to know the merits and defects 
of all the inhabitants. Hence if the principle of dist1 ibutive 
justice is violated in the award of political and social honours 
it is keenly felt. If the principle of ccmmutative justice is 
flouted in the administration of legal and Fenal sanctions 
it is possible to organize a revolt against the powers that bt". 
But in the case of bigger territorial structures the lives of people 
are not dictated by the momentum engineer~d by the political 
superiors. The inhabitants become conscious of the existence 
of the coercive political authority only occasionally when they 
have to pay rents and taxes. Hence political authority assumes 
an impersonalistic character in big political entities. In ancient 
India the political superiors did not determine the currents and 
patterns of the lives and actions of the people. 

The period from the seventh century B. C., onwards was 
characterized by the rise of two powerful movements. First, 
the rise of the imperialistic enterprise of Magadha which 
found its culmination in the rule of the Maurya emperors. 
Second, there was the rise of Buddhism. We shall take up the 
problem of the genesis of Buddhism and its influence on 
Hindu political thought and history later on.2 Here we shall 

• _1. Amon~ E':lropean ~ociologists a generalised typological approach to 
pohhc.al au~honty 1s found Ill the works of Max Weber, George Simmel and 
Ludw1g Stem. The attempts of Pareto, Mosca, Michels Novicow arc devoted 
more to the confined problem of the elite. ' 

2. V. P .. Varma, "The Gospel of Buddha", The Patna University Journal 
(1946-47); lb1d; "Ruddha and Marx", The Patna College Afaga;;.int, April 1946. 
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confine ourselves to an examination of some of the important 
aspects of Magadhan imperialism. It is interesting to note 
that this political movement was parallel with the expansion 
of trade and commerce with Western Asia, particularly Baby­
lonia.1 Political contacts with Iran were provided when Cyrus 
and Darius, the Persian Kings, invaded the northwest fringes 
-of India.2 Buddhistic literature shows that although in north­
cast India the predominant economy was rural, this period 
marked the rise of some important urban centers like Patliputra, 
Taxila and the capital cities of the states ofKausambi and Avanti.:J 

The Magadhan imperialistic movement was the initiator of 
the move towards pan-Indian unity. Since the Vedic days 
there had been a growing trend towards the unification of the 
whole subcontinent.4 It must be borne in mind that Indi;t 
al~nc has been a world by itself-equal to the whole of Europe 
mmus the European part of Russia. Since the exploits of 
Rama and_ his sons the concept of Digvijaya-the conquest of 
the universe-became an ideal of Hindu kings. This ideal of 
Digvijaya necessitated a decentralized structure of political 

Baby~~n JJ. Kennedy's article on the Early commerce between India and 
' ournal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 18gB. 

invas~~n_GrAck hi~torians like Strabo, Arri~n . and Hcro~otus refer to this 
-Gandhara ccordmg to the Bahistan Inscrrptron of Danus, the people of 
tion menf appear as subjects of the Persian empire. 1 he Hamad an Imcrip­
Persian~ arons the Hindus or the people inhabiting the Indus Valley. The 
~xaggcrat:~ :c.~crrcd to in the Indian literature a~ the P~rsus. D_. B. Spoo'?cr'~ 
rn "The z rrw~ concerning Persian influence m Ancrcnt Indra marntamrcl 
405-455 ha~ro~trran Prriod of Indian History", 1: R. A. S., 1915, PP· 63-e!), 

3. C e een controwrtial by Thomas and Kerth. 
Buddhist i:1A. F. Rhys Davids "Economic Conditions According to Early 

r erature " C 1 ' 8 4· Por ex . .' · I. I. I, PP· 19 -219. . . 
~·.G. Bhand;/:nsron of tht> lndo-Europcan-spca~mg peoples m the Deccan 
Sn Aurobin 1 ~r, Early History of the Dekkm1 (Calcut1a, 1928 ), pp. 10 ff. 
b~gin~ings ~?~h .he ldea_L Human Unity (~ondic~1cry, 1950 ), p. 36 says.: ".TLc 
of w.hrch we hav~ centrrpetal tenden.cy '': Indr~ go back to. the earliest trmrs 
\·artr Raja a d record and are typrhed m the rdeal of the Sam rat or Chakra· 
Rajasu}·a 'sa'~ "fi the military and political usc of the Aswamcdha and the 

· · err Jccs TJ · 1 · · } I h b \\Tll!en to ill · 1e two great natwna epics mrg 1t a most ave l"cn 
unifying D! ustrat~ this tht:mt• · for the one rt:coun!s the establishment of a 
. l I" JarmaraJy . ' . f . . h tl . h If ea rscd cl. · . ' a or rmperial rcrgn o JUSilce, t c o 1cr stans Wit an cscnptron f . · · } · sacred paq f h o such a rule pictured as once ex1stmg rn t 1c ancl(·nt and 
cession 0 'r·. 0 ~ e country. The political history of India is the story of a suc­
forcr,·. })l ctmpirhcs, indigenous and foreign earh of them destroyed by centrifugal 

' 1 eac b · · ' · · h em.,1 , nngmg the centripetal tendency nearer to rts tnump ant 
,.:enre " Cf ~ ~ 
~ . · R. V. viii, 37. 3, Q;'fl<I:S~ ~ "U\ift't! O(t~t'1..-t ~01f 

~Ri: i also A. B. viii 15 ~ ;:mr: qufi'dt~l ~lfifa I , , c. ''-..h.., "" ...... ' . 
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power in ancient India. According to the Digvijaya theory, 
once the conquest was complete the vanquished kings were re­
instated in their kingdoms as a matter of principle. They ·were 

de jaclo and de jure independent. The only limitation upon 
them was that they had to owe allegiance to the paramount king. 
(Samrat) either in the form of tribute or personal service. Such 
empires could not possess unified control and could not devise 
an administrative mechanism coextensive with the sphere of 
influence of the paramount king.1 Such a structure has been 
one of the greatest causes of the looseness and non-cohesiveness 
of Hindu political systems not only in the ancient but also in 
later times. Of course, it is true that due to undeveloped 
communications it was difficult to build up a compact political 
structure, but it cannot be denied that the theory of Digvijaya 
und the later theory of Mandala-"circle of the kingdoms''2 

1. V. R. R. Dikshitara, Tlu J\/auryan Polity, pp. 78: "The Mam)•an state 
was a federal one. For it cannot be claimed to have exercised unlimited 
jurisdiction over states beneath it, a mark of a unitary state. But it was not 
a rigid federal constitution. It was a loose form of confederation made up 
uf congeries of states". 

2. For the discussion of the t};eory of the }.{andala, Arthasasua,. 
vi, 1-2. A simple view of :tvfandala can be obtained by postulating a circl! 
uf twelve kings which can be classified thus :-

I. The fctf>il~ftq or prospective imperialist potentate in the centre. 
"' 

II. Five kings in front of the fq floil~fl tt 
"' i. The affi:-the enemy 

ii. The flP-f-the friend of the fclfloil~fttt 
"' iii. 31 f<fll ~ friend of the enemy of the F.fq:rlf;~>ilri~ft!T~r:r 

iv. fiP-rfi:r-f-friend of the friend ofthe fctfloil~fl, 
v. Olf<fi:r;ffi:r~-friend of the friend of the enemy of the ~f 

III. Five kings behind the fctfloil~ft~: 
i. qlf~ -A rearward enemy 

ii. ~ -A rearward friend 

iii. WOI'-'IIi'fHtl {-Friend of the rearv.•ard enemy 

iv. 3lN.;:(;(rol{-Friend of the reanvard friend 

IV. The +Jel[lf-intermediary 

The '3~F€tl"' Neutral 

Kautilya says :-

.., 
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did not visualize an unitary all-Indian political system but 
conceived of the predominance of one political unit amidst a 
circle of kingdoms. 

The extension of the political power of Magadha is one of 
the most powerful events in ancient Indian history. In its 
magnitude and influence it was a great movement. Magadha 
subdued all the neighbouring kingdoms and republican entities. 
Bimbisara and Ajatasatru were two of the greatest of the early 
Magadhan kings and are duly celebrated in the Buddhist 
records due to their associations with Buddha. Ajatasatru is 
famous for the great battle against an entire confederation of 
three dozens of powerful republics of eastern India. Success 
in this battle and in others made Ajatasatru the most supreme 
ruler in north-cast India. About 400 B.C., the dynasty of 
Bimbisara-Ajatasatru was supplanted by Sisunaga. The latter 
made further conquests in middle India. His dynasty was 
succeeded by the Nandas. During the rule of one of the Nanda 
kings orcurcd the raid of Alexander in north-west India , 
which has been wrongly called Alexander's conquest of the 

East or of India.1 In a battle with one of the republican 
states in the Punjab, Alexander pretty nearly lost his life and 
so terrified was his army of the might of the vigorous Nandas 
that they begged him to retreat. Alexander's temporary raid 
did not leave any permanent political or cultural influence in 
India, with the exception of demonstrating the weakness of 
small republican states in the fact~ of a united monarchical 
power.2 Alexander established a few townships in north-west 
India and it was after defeating his lieutenant Seleukos Nikator 
that Chandragupta Maurya foundt·d a new dynasty of his own. 

~~ l{q~Jii('liei fq~oftti~~ I 
"' ' 

~ $«<11'ii'ill ~"SI~ ~~u 11 

~ '<f ~~ f.wi ~Trili])j~:q Cffil~ I 
., ' 

f~~: ij46'11'1r ~T ~T :q ~: II 

r. Jayaswal, op. cit., I, 78. McCrindle, Ancient India : Its In~asion by 
AW!:ander the Great, p. 310. 

. 2. Henc~ Alexander is credited with having indirectly fostered Indian 
umty by reducmg the power of the petty states of the Panjab. 
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Chandragupta Maurya defeated not only Seleukos but also 
the Nandas. This dynastic revolution occurred about 326 B.C. 
Chandragupta was aided in all his exploits by his Brahmin 
minister Chanakya or Kautilya. His conquests comprised not 
merely the whole of the Panjab and modern Afganistan, 
Beluchistan and Khorasan but at least nearly the whole of 
northern India. He is reported by some of the Greek historians to 
have acted like a tyrant in his conquering career.1 We have an 
account of his administration in the \Vritings ofMegasthenes, the 
Greek envoy to his court. According to the latter, both in urban 
administration··and in the management of the army, the "board" 
form was prevalent. He refers to the sevenfold stratification 
of the then Hindu sociel y : (I ) philosophers, ( 2) husbandmen, 
r3 ) herdsmen and hunters, (4) traders and manual labourers, 
,: 5 ) fighters, (6) overseers, and (7) councillors. According 
to Megasthenes one fourth of the land produce was taken as the 
king's revenue but Hopkins considers this to be an inaccurate 
statement in view of the constantly reiterated view of Hindu 
political thinkers and writers that one sixth of the land produce 
belonged to the king as his share for protecting the people. 

Chandragupta was succeeded by his son Bindusara. In 
:spite of the recrudescence of some local revolts, the latter had 
.a long and successful reign extending over twenty-five years. 
Ptolemy Philadelphos (285-247 B. C.) of Egypt sent an envoy 
to the court of king Bindusara. Once there was a revolt in Taxila 
.and prince A"oka was sent to quell the rebellion. As Asoka 
reached Taxiln the people met him and reported : "We are not 
opposed to the prince nor even to the king Bindusara but the 

wicked ministers ( <;,t>GI'ilcllT) treat us contemptuously". 
Bindusara was succeeded by Asoka.2 

1 . Ju~tin, xv, 4 (McCrin~ll_e ), quoted in Banerjee, op. cit., p. t7· . 
11 • The exalted states pos1t10n and power of the Mauryan kmg w1U be 

.evident from the following list of privileges (pp. 1111-1211 Dikshitar's. 
Mauryan Polity ) enjoyed by the Mauryan king :- ' 

j. The headhsip of the kingdom. 
ii. The king was the owner of all the finds and treasure-troves valueo 

Ioo,ooo panas or above. 
iii. All property where there was no legal heir would pass to the king. 

'The property of t~e Srotriyas were except("d. . 
iv. All uncla1med property whether lost or stolen, lapsed to the kmg. 
v. The king could not be taken as a witness in the law-court. 
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The characteristic features of Asoka's reign were two. On 
the one hand there was the consolidation of kingly power and 
on the other, he renounced warfare under the influence of 
Buddhism. The causes of the concentration of kingly 
power were many. The old Vedic Samiti had definitely passed 
out of existence and was replaced by the royal ministers and 
council of ministers. The foreign invasions of the Persians and 
the Greeks had demonstrated the need for pan-Indian unity. 
The new religious movements of Jainism and Buddhism sought 
royal support in their struggle for survival against the older 
religion. The Arthasastra of K.autilya shows that warfare was 
becoming increasingly more technical and formidable and this. 
necessarily checked the ambitions of local nobles for war. The 
king could muster immense armed force against any recalci­
trant noble. Asoka tried to foster the sense of Indian unity 
by setting up his pillars throughout the whole of India and 
inscribing on them administrative and ethical precepts in one 
uniform language--Pali,l 

But although on the one hand royal power was growing,. 
Asoka introduced the trend towards decentralization by grant­
ing autonomy to the Rajukas-provincial or state governors.2 

Asoka's conversion to the Buddhistic religion marks a turn­
ing point in the history of India.3 It transformed a local 

1. Vincent A. Smith, The Early History of India {-flh cd ; Oxford, 1924 ). 
PP· 174-175 .• holds that the inscriptions arc in "vanous forms of Prakrit,"' 
closely alhed to both Sanskrit and Pali. 0. R. Bhandarkar, Ltctures on tlu 
Ancimt !fistory of l?dia {C'.llcutta, 1_919 ), P· 32, affir'!ls t~at they .thatare in Pali. 
Accordmg to Sylv1an Lcv1 the Pah idiom did not anse ull sometime after Asoka. 
He hc;>lds that Buddh_a and Mahavira taught in Magadhi or Ardha-Magadhi 
Praknta. R~y Dav!ds and Wilson al!o hold that the insc~iptions are in Pali. 
cr. A .. B~nCTJI Sast~l, Ear{, lrzscriptiOTI of Bihar and. Onssa {Patna, 1927 ), 
p. 115 · Asc;>kan d1alccts are evolved out of those m usc when the Buddha 
preac~~d .. Literary Pali is regarded as another such product. But the origin 
ofPah ~s still obscur~ .. Hence Franke's 'pali-grundlagc' for Asoka is at best pro­
blematic. The stnkmg similarity, however, between Pali and Asoka in 
phonolo~y afdd~orphology-inflection and conjugation deserves consideration. 
As a pomt o !Vergence may be noted the gerund in-tva retaining tv." 

2. Pillar Edict iv; Rock Edict iii ; cr. Jayaswal, op. cit., II, 129. 

3· Sir Charles Elliot , Hinduism and Budt!lzism, {London, 1921 ), i, PP-
271-72,. say~ : "Asoka ha~ '!-decisive effect on the history of Buddhism, especially 
in makm~ 1~ a ~o~ld rehg10n. This was not the accidental result of his actic~ 
in cstabhshmg lt m north-west India and Ceylon, for he was clearly doml­
nated by the thought that the Dhamma must spread over the whole world and 
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philosophical-ethical movement into one of the greatest world 
religions which brought under its fold the whole . of eastern 
Asia including China and Japan. After his conversion to 
Buddhism Asoka sent missionaries to Egypt, Macedon and 
Western Asian countries1 and these missions had perhaps an 
indirect effect on the rise of Christianity.:l His conversion 
resulted in many administrative innovations because hencefor­
ward new officers were appointed to look after the moral and 
social betterment of the peoplc.3 He also claimed some authority 
over the affairs of the Buddhist church.' 

His conversion had two momentous political effects. He 
established the policy of religious toleration, although it was 
not accepted as a settled political policy for all times because 
in latl" ancient and medieval times we have instances of religious 

~o far a~ w<": know, he was th!" first to ha\·1" that tlwught in a practical form. 
Edward Thomas upheld that before hi.s conversion to BudJhi~m Asoka was 
:1. Jaina. H. H. \Vilson disputl"d A~uka's adoption of BuddJ,ism. H. Heras 
opin.,cl that A~cka continued to be an adh!"n·nt of the Bmhmanica\ rdi~ion 
till the em\ of his life. But tlw Bhabru or the Second Bairat Edict condusivcl}' 
settle~ the question now in fa\·our of Asoka's conve~ion to Buddhism. 
Radha~umud .~fukhetjee sugf{t·sts that the personal religion ofAsoka was 
Buddhtsm wlule the religion which he wanted to spread among tbe people 
was cntainly not Buddhi~m. 

1. Asoka sent envoy~ to Syria under Antioehov~ Thcos, Cyrene under 
Maga~ Epirus under Alexander, Egypt under Ptolemy Philoddphm and 
~-!a~edonia under Antigunus Gonatus. 

~. C. ~abel Duff, Tht Chronology e>f India (London, 1899 )p. 12. E. B. 
Havell, The Hrstor_v of Aryan Rul~ in India, p. 100 saye ; "In thu~ making the 
supreme power of the State identical with the moral law, Asoka's reign was not 
only one of the greatest epochs of Indian culture, but a compicuous landmark 
in the history of civiliz.atio~.. And there is no reason to qu~tion &oka's 
claim that the effect ofhts m1sstonary zeal wms felt f;u beyond the borders of his 
own dominions. ~ece!lt .arch~eo!ogical research has dis~o~·ercd evidence of the 
t~rescnce of Asoka s m1Ss10nancs lD Egypt, ami as no rchg1on can be explained 
or understood as a disconnected fact in the proccs~ of man's spiritual 
devdopment, it is more than justifiabl~ to conclude. that the Bud~h~,t ~issions 
established by A~oka prepared the sotl from wluch both Chnsttamty and 
islam afterwards sprang." 

3 . Cf. Beni Prasad, Thtory of Government in Ancimt India pp. !:!o~-203 : 
"The state over which he presides is a missionary ~tate exerting its utmost 
resources in the propagation of Buddhism and piety and morality in general. 
The third Rock Edict, for instances, requires ad~inistrative o~ecr.s . to proceed 
00 circuit ev!"ry five years 'as well as for other busmess, as for thts special purpose. 
namely to give instruction in the law of piety ..•... Thc example and precepts 
of Asoka had a profound influence on Buddhist theory of government. 
The new .. temcnt that is introduced is that the state is given dynamic 
miMionary functions''. 

4· The Samath, Sancbi and Kosambi Edicts. 
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persecution. But perhaps the greatest effect of the conversion 
was that it halted the march of Imperialism beyond India,l 
According to the testimony of the Greek writers, like Megasthencs 
and Arrian, a sense of justice "prevented any Indian king frorn 
attempting conquest beyond the limits of India." Hence 
Jayaswal says: Only such a theory would explain the great fact 
that although Chandragupta's was 'the mightiest throne then 
existing in the world' (Rhys Davids) and so it remained under his 
two successors, and that although the Maurya emperors found 
their next-door neighbour the Seleucid empire, weak and 
crumbling, yet no inclination was exhibited to go beyond the 
Hindukush, the natural frontier of India of those days."2 

Asoka definitely mentions that he had transformed "the beat 
of war drum" into "the beat of religious drum" .a This 
renunciation offuture warfare, at the height of his power, left a 
deep influence on the Hindu mind for all times.4 

Asoka was succeeded by weak kings and these were soon 
defeated by the Sungas under their leader Pushyamitra in the 

. ! ·. D. R. Bhandarkar, Asoka, p. 24 7: "Tlu't~gh 011 :l~T~;t:nt ~·ftlw n i~~ic:'•.o::t y 
acbvlllcs of Asoka, India, it appears1 f,as bcc.n ~~~~ ~~~ na~.onalr!n•: n? r~·ln:c :.1 
gre~tness, she has doubtless g~incd m cr;~rr.opoht:~~.t.rr. .md. hum:IJJ;tanat.t; 111 
wh1ch are the basic principles of Hm1!u ~o{·tcty. It ts llUl" tlwt <is a 
consequence of the progress of the political sctence was ~uduc nl} urn·Mc d." 

2. Jayaswal, op. cit., II, I!JI. 

3· Asoka says in the Rock Edict xiii : "(His succeswrs ~nd dc·~cendc·nts) 
should not think that a fresh conquest ought to be rna~<·, that tf a conqur·~t duc·s 
ple:.s!" then they should take pleasure in mercy and ltght P•JJJi~luncnts and tlu·y 
should ~egard the Dharma-Vijaya as the only real conquc·st." How<·vn, 
Asoka dt<;l not prescribe utter non-violen~e an_d complete political passi\"ity. 
~c says ~n the same Edict : "Even (the mhabttants of) the for1·sts which nn· 
~~~eluded tn the dominions of Devanampriya, evc11 th~se he pacific~s and <·onwrts 
(t~structs ). And they are told oft he power to (pumsh them) whirh Dcv!'ll::m­
pnya (possesses) in spite of (his) repcnta~ce ~? order that thc:y may be 
ashamed (ofthetr crimes) and may not be ktllcd · 

4· Asoka has been blamed for not foreseeing the disastrous df1·cts of his 
pacifistic for~ign.poli~y. Hence several scholars hold him directly n:~ponsiblc 
for the foretgn mvas10ns which began about two decades after his death. 
But without denying the disintegrating influence of NirvaJ?istic ethics, I frd 
that th~ causes of the Mauryan decline must be sought 111 more material 
foundatiOns, e.g. the political and economic structure. It should not be for­
gotten that althought Gibbon and before him Machia\"elli held that pacifistic 
Christianity was responsible for the decline of Roman republican virtues, 
modem historians want to analyse the story oft he decline of Rome with reference 
to the deeper-lying forces of lack of common nationalhm and the 
corrosive effects of accumulation of wealth. Indian historical scholarship 
demonstrates a singular obtuseness to the prevalence of the economic fact 
in historical causation .• 
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year 185 B·. C. The disintegration of the 1\1auryan empire after 
Asoka shows that probably 1\1agadha had expanded too much. 
It could not organi2c the vast masses ofpeople and it did not 
have adequate time and facilities to make the common senti~ 
ments of Indian nationalism a reality. The Sungas weJ:e 

surplanted by the Kanvas under their leader Vasudeva. The · 
post-1\1auryan era generally marked the reassertion of the old 

Brahmanical rcligion 1 especially under the Sungas, the Andhras 
and finally under the Guptas. The Brahmanical revival move­
ment greatly influenced the political thought of the Mahabharata 
and Manu. 

2. REPUBLICAN STATES AND INSTITUTIONS 

IN ANCIEJ\"T INDLl 

The historical existence of republican states z r:d institutions 
111 ancient India corrc borated by archaeological, numismatic 
and literary sources will cause a surprise to those scholars who 
conceive of absolute theocratic despotism as the only form of 
government in Asia. Hegel, a metaphysician, could be excused 
if he exaggerated the nature of Asian despotism. But those 
scholars who claim to be scientific and write on universal history,. 
have absolutely no justification behind them if their knowledge 
of Asian constitutions is still limited to what Plato and Aristotle 
have written about the Persian empire. 2 

There arc two Sanskrit words which are used to denote a 
kingless polity.3 Sangha means a confederation ofrepublics, when 
used in a political context. Sangha also means, in Buddhist· 
literature, the ecclesiastical organization of the monks. The· 

I. According to the Divyavadana, Pushyamitra wa~ a zealous :Rrabmarl' 
and a persc:-eu tor of Buddhism. The earlier views of H. G. Bhandarkar and 
Harprasada Sa~tri about a revived renascent Brahmani~m frt>m the times 
of the Sungas to the Guptas, although modified in the light 1,f modern 
rcsc:-arches have not been finally given up. For political det::dls of this .Feriod, · 
F. E. Pargiter,.Dyrwstie~ of thr Kali Age and ~· P. Jaya1wal, ''Revi~t:d ~ate 
on the Brahmm Emp1rc", Joumnl of the Bzhar and Or is! a Research Soe~t!J, 
IV, 1918, pp. 257-65. 

2. Bertrand Russell, Power (New York, 1938 ). 

3· Julius Jolly is dc:-finitely sceptical of the translation of Sangha and. 
of Gana by the word republic. 
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-Sanskrit word Gana means an individual kingless polity. The 
.word Gana has been variously interpreted. According to Fleet 
and Monier-Williams Gana means a tribe. Buhler translates 
it as a corporation of tradesmen and workmen. Jolly undcr-

·stands it to mean an assembly. Jayaswal has almost conclusively 
·shown that the word Gana stands for what we undr:rstand by <.l 

:republic-a kingless constitution.1 The existence of such 
·entities in Buddhist literature was first pointed out by Rhys 
David. 

It is difficult to decide as to whether the Vedic Aryans, and 
especially the Kshatriya caste of the Aryans or some other racial 
stock originated the republican type of constitution in ancicllt 
India. According to Zimmer, 2 there arc traces, in a passage 
of the Rigveda,3 of kinglcssness in some clans, the members 
of the royal house holding equal power. It is difficult 

. to find any specific trace of a republican constitution bcfon: 
the eight century B.C. For purposes of convenience W<~ can 

. divide the history of the republics into two parts, (a) pre-Mauryan 

.·until about 325 B. C., 4 and (b) post-Mauryan from about 

175 B.C. to about 325 A.D. In the first period we find the most 
important republican states in northern India-the Lichhavis , 

. the S:tkiyas and the republican states and cities of the }lanjab 
referred to by the Greek historians. In the second period the 
ruost famous states were the Yaudheyas and the 1v1alavas. 
Rudradaman (125-150 A.D.) inflicted defeat on the Yaudheya 
.republic and finally the Gupta empire conquered the republican 
stat~ and henceforward republicanism as a political type ceased 
to exist in andent India. 

According to the Mahabharata five republican peoples-­
. the Andhakas, the Vrishnis, the Yadavas, the Kukuras and the 

1. Jayaswal, op. cit., I, 26. 

2. Heinrich Zimmer, Altindisches ubtn, PP• I 76-77, quoted in Law, 
0p. cit., p. 8. 

3· R. V., x, 97, 6. 

4· Refer~ing to the republics at the time of Buddha, T. W. Rhys Davids, 
"The Early HIStory o_f the Buddhists", C. H. I., i, p. 175 say~:- "a number 

... of republics ; some With complete sof!le with a more or le~s modified indepen­
dence · and one or two of very considerable power. Th1s reminds w1 of the 
politi~l situation at abou ·<.I.e same period in Greece." 
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Bhojas-fornwd thcmsdvf's into a confederation and Krishna 
was made the confederate president. Each of the constituent 
states of the confederation was, however, an autonomous unit 
undcr its own chief called Isvara-master or lord. Paniro, 
the great Sanskl-it grammarian, refers to Ayudhajivi-"living 
hy arms"-rcpublics.1 It seems, these republican states speciao. 
lized in the military arts-they were the Spartas of ancicrtt 
India. But .Jayaswal is certainly exaggerating when he inter­
prets a sutra of Panini to imply the existence of the bicameral 
systcm in some of the republics. 2 In the sixth century B.C. the 
non-monarchical statC's were quite numerous and "occupied 
t h<' whok country east of Kosala between the mountains and 
thC' Cangcs-as also the Panjab." 3 

\ V c shall mention some of the characteristic features of these 
rC'publican states. In the Lichchhavi republic political power 
was coufined to 7, 707 families.' The leadership of the army 
was vested in an elected chief. The Sakiya republic had a big 
assembly hall whC're all important decisions were made. 
Buddha was the son of president of this republic. Mcgasthencs, 
the Greek envoy to the court of Chandragupta, records: that 
there had been a transition from monarchy to republic in some 
states and we find a corroboration of this statement in. the 
histories of the Ambasthas, the Sibis and the Yaudheyas.;& 
According to Greek writers who accompanied Alexander ol1 his 
campaign to India, there was a house of elders in some of the 
republics. In the Saubhuti and Katha states, the public 
authorities passed judgments as to which of the newborn children 

1. 3fllf~.i::rilf<l~mor O!lf€crT~·~T'21'0'J'{~;:'lm'f , Asht:1dhynyi, v, 3, 
~ ~ ' ~· ~ ' 

1 14. Goldstuckcr and Bhand:nknr place Panini bcfcrc Bt:c!dha. Ed;tliJl!l-k 
places him around the middle of the fourth ccntllry B. C. 

2. Jayaswal, oj1. cit., I, 44 ; frlcmrfqfu~"U~,q~+[T'ef.ofl'Cil~"iifi: " 

'iifT"f1mn:lzr 1 -Panini, Ashtadh)ayi iii, 3, 4I-42. 

3• C.[{, Jy, I, I75· 

4· Masson-Ourscl, Grobowska, etc., Oj;. cit., p. 8g. 
5· McCrindlc, Afegasthtnes, pp. 38, 40, quottd in Jayaswal, np. dt, J, 

:.~.;. ~ee also Ibid., I, 74· 
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:\vere to be allowed to grow into citizens.1 Diodorus notes the 
dyarchical character of the Patala city government. Here he 
notes the presence of two hereditary kings of two different houses 
while a council of elders rules the whole state with paramount 
authority.1 There is reference to 5,000 councillors in the parlia­
ment of the Yaudheya republic. The debates in the assemblies 

· · .of these republics were very keen and we find terms referring to 
~'voting tickets" and to officers who saw whether the lawful 
q'\lorum of the assembly was there before political business could 
:be discussed. 3 Birth seems to be the criterion for political 
·participation in at least the aristocratic and oligarchic republics. 4 

This would indicate that in some of the most important 
republics-the Lichchhavis, the Mallas, the Sakiyas-thcre was 
a combination of political and social power. Wealth as such 
does not seem to have been emphasized as a necessary qualifi­
cation for sharing in political activities. 

The republican states were small in. territory and population 
and ·,hence a number of them succumbed to the Mauryan 
imperialism. But their defrats cannot solely be ascribed to the 
:success of the Mauryan policy in marshalling political and 
diplomatic forces against them. The republics had already 
:been shattered by the defeat of their great confederacy by the 
iMagadhan king Ajatasatru. Perhaps this great confederacy 
consisted of more than sixteen states, some of which were 
'monarchical. The republics of the Panjab had been weakened 
~b;y the ·fight against Alexander and hence they were easily 
conquered by the Mauryans. The republican polity was given a 
death blow by the Guptas who rose to power in north India 
in the fourth century A. D. 

'· Ibid., I, 66. cr. the proposal in Plato's RejJUb!ic P· 461 : "The proper 
officers will take the offspring of the gocd parents to the pen or fold and 
tltcrc they will dcpo•it them with certain nur!cs who dwc·ll in a s< parate 
quarter; but the off!pring of the infericr, or cfthe bctttr whrn they chance to be 
deformed will be put away in some mysterious, unknc.wn place as they 
should be." 

2. Quoted in Jayaswal, op. cit., I. 77· 
3· Jayaswal, op. cit., I, 120. 

4· Ibid., I. 27. 
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\Ve do not find any systematic philosophy of republicanism 
in ancient India. Possibly this was due to the fact that when 

in about the fourth century B. C. political theorising began, 
republicanism as a polity was getting weaker and weaker It is 
surprising, nevertheless, that although scme of the republican 
entities had a long life they did not produce any significant 
political philosophy as was dcne by the Greek republics. 
The Buddhist literature contains the famous sermon ofBuddha 
where he lays down seven techniques for the presen·ation of 
power in republican statcs. 1 Among these he especially mentions 
full and frequent assemblies meeting together in harmony and 
acting in accordance with the old institutions. In the 
lVIahabharata, too, "·c find a categorization of the techniques 
for the presn\'ation of political pcwcr in republican states. 
Kautilya has one chapter in his Arthasastra about the republics 
but he discusses therein the ways and means whereby a king 
could kmcnt disscnsicns in a republic and conquer it. 11 This 
sketch of the republican states and institutions, apart from its 
intrinsic interest, preFares us to understand the general political 
temperament of the ancient Hindus and thereby facilitates an 
appreciation of the theories of regicide and the elective theory 
of the origin of kingship which we shall discuss later. 

•\. I"' ,, -~· SOCIAL STRUCTURE IN ANCIENT INDIA 
/ 

It will be very useful to have some idea about the social 
system in ancient India for understanding Hindu political philo­
sophy. The dominant theme in Hindu social thought and 
practice is the specific duty of the four castes3 and the four 

1. Rhys Davids, Dialof!ues or the Buddha, Vol. II (London, 1910 ), 79-85. 
2. Arthasastra, xi (~~l{ ~~Tf.:r ~i~G:O&~~ ). 
3· The word caste comes from the Portuguese casta "race", or from Latin 

c~lus .. "A caste may, therefore, be defined as an endogamus group or collec­
tion ol such groups bearing a common name and having the same traditional 
o~~upation, who are so linked together by these and other ties, such as the tra­
dition of a common origin and the possession of the same tutelary deity, and 
the same social status, ceremonial observances and family priests, that they 
regard themselves, and are regarded by others, as forming a single homogeneous 
community".-Census Report, 1911, i, p. 367. Of course this sociological 
c~aracterisation of caste would only be partially true of the older Indian society 
With which we arc primarily concerned. 
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orders of soCiety. Here it is necessary to note that due to the 
existence of the caste system Hindu society was very different 
from any social structure characterized by impersonalistic 
interaction and legal contractual relationships. 1 Social 
relationships in the ancient Indian societies were dominated more 
by notions of status and a community of feeling rather than by 
contract and formalized patterns of behaviour. The Hindu 
generic terms for society arc Loka-people or Bhutas-living 
beings. This latter term is broader than the word society and 
includes not only human but all living beings. Due to a 
comprehensive universalistic notion we find that both Kautilya 
and the Bhagavadgita put forward "the good of all living beings 

. I. Henrr S. Maine, Early History of inJtituti~m (l.onduu, re7.'i) ; iiJid, 
AJurmt L_aw. (London, 1!l7o) ; Ferdinaud Tonui~~. Gamiwclwf: Mtd Cculf..­
c!raft (Lcrpz1g, 1887) ; Emil Durkheim Th! DhisiC"II <!} /.(llcllr in Scridr, trar.s. 
Ge?rge Simps~m (New York, 1933 ). Referring _to the tr:.:t!itiunai c onst·1• 
vatJsm of lnd1an and Asiatic sodr t:rs J\.'fm-x, Gajn/(1/, !·. I·P· :::!!.,>2- !.'4 sa)·s : 
''Those s'!lall and extrrmdy nnc-irnt Indian commull_JIJr·:_. ~un:e ,,f \\'hid 1 
have contmued down to this day, arc- bas~d c,u_ possrsswu 111 tou:rron CJf the 
l~n?~ on the blending of agriculture and h:ondJCr:.:fts <:ncl ~~~ :•11 umdterabh· 
chv1s1on of labour, which ~erw~, wh('never a new conunmuty 1~ ~tartcd, as ;1 

plan and scheme ready cut and dried....... Ha.t·(', pruclJ( ticm h·r(' i~ inclc·­
pendent of that divi~iou of labour ),roup,ht ;!l·OL;t, in h,di::J, ~ccicty as a 
whole, by me<!ns of the exchange of commodities. It is tl.e ~L'rplt s :•lmu· 
t_hat becomes a commodity , and a portion _Gf e~·c.n tl:;:t, IWI Lnti_l it_ it h:>s 
Ieacht"d_ the !lands of the staff',....... The ~1mp!Jc11y of tl:e organ1~atwn fC>r 
prcductwn. m the~e self-sufficiHI.( ccmmunitirs that c·omtantl_y rr pndu~·c· 
themselves m the same form and when acridenta!Jy t.kstruyc d, ~pm R t p ng::uu 
on the spot and with the sa'mc name-this simplicity surplirs thC" k.,y to the· 
sec_r~t of the unchangeahlene5s of Asiatic: societks, :111 untl1an~c·n blc ness in 
stnkmg contrast with the constant dissolu:icEs and rdounding of A~;:: tic State~:, 
and the never-.ceasing changes of dvnaHty. The strudure of tlw crcr.c mica! 
ele~ents ofs~c1ety remains unehang~d by the stormclot:_ds _of the pc·litic a! sky.· 
T~k1?!?' the lunt from the Mar-x-Engel~ thr-t,ry of th<' As1aiH' or the GmJ or th1· 

~rmullvecommunal type of or~ani~ation as prrecdi11g slanTy, in tlw t volu­
tJonary growth human society, s. A. Dange, India FH·m Priu,iitiu Cw:n.uniJ11J 
to Slavery (Bomb~y, 19?1 ), pp. 40 ;,;!,interprets d1c ~<>jna toLe the colh·ctivt· 
mode_ of product~on of the Aryan c.ommune. Sufi1n· JL to say that the whole: 
questwn of the htsto;ical existence of the primitive u,;n•ll•Uile is st:ll t:r:dccidnl 
among anthropologists and historical sociologists. The concept of the pri­
mitive commune is supposed to be a historical reality by Sir Henry 1\fainr, 
William Stubbs, Lewis _Morgan, Maxim Kovalevsky. Otto Gierkr, George 
Maurer etc. The oppos1te point of view is sponsored by Fustel de Co~da~ges. 
Max Weber, Central Ecomomc Histo1y (New York 1927 ), pp. 24-25, mamtamcd 
that the question of a primitive agrarian comm~ne could neither be prowd nor 
disproved. The scanty references to a remotely possible communal method of 
production in the Vedic and later literature are certainly not corroborative of 
an actual primitive commune. But still there is some truth in the above quoted 
statement from Marx's Capital, to the extent that it hints at a materiai and tan­
!ible source of the dominant conservatism of Asiatic society 1\nd does not 
confuse the issue by emphasising chimeras. · 



HINDU POLITIC.4..L THOt.:GHT 

as the goal of political life.1 But usually when talking of legal 
matters Hindu thinkers speak of the Loka-rcoplc-dividcd into 
four orders and four cast~s. 2 Therefore it was considered that 
a man is not born in a society but in a particular caste and 
this determined his choice ofvocation in life. 

The Vedas-the most ancif:nt literature of the Atyans-­
show that the caste system began to develop in the later Vedic 
age and is referrt"d to in the latest portions of the Rigvcda and 
the Yajurveda. The subject of the origin of the caste system 
has been endle!:sly d<·batt d. The old literature contains a 
mythical account of its origin. The cosnuc self-Purusa 
})reduced all the four castes out of itse-lf. The Erahmins wen· 
thC' mouth, the Kshatriyas th<' h~nds, the Vai~yas the thighs 
and the Sudras the fcc t of the cmmic ~elf. :J 

:Modern investigators think that the c<.ste systtm was born 
out of the cll'sirc or the Vedic ArFI1S to maintain the purity of 
their blood frcm being contaminated with the cot:qucrcd dark­
skinned peoples.' This racial origin ofthe c<!ste system has been 
widely accepted by Europe an Indologist~. 5 Sc me Hir~du scholars 
tend to accept an economic origin of tlte caste systrm.0 The 

1. Arthasasun. i, •l· ~Tlll<ffif ~ililiT'!JT I ffi~T(~Cf.<H~~r f.wr­
"'!,~6~: ~·n~ I Also the word "SI\iiT in "SIGI"Fif f<I~if \.a: -Ibid, i. 5· 

2. Ibid., i, 6 ; Ibid, iii, I. 

3• ;rr~~ ~~ ...,"'l..,.tl.,.....<i=\il"ll=: ~= 1 ~a~ ~~tr: ~ 
mS\iiT<m 1-(V. S. xxxi, 11.). 

4· f\{(IJ~~f!i:t 11ltf ~ ~ ~ snt.f crof~yqq: 1-R. V. iii, 34, 9· 
5· H. H. Risley, People of India; Z. A. Ragozin, Vtdic India, p. 283 ; 

Gustav Oppe1·t, op. cit., p. 282. 
Geldner denied th«" existc-nce of the c·a5te syste-m in :1ny form in the Rig­

veda in his Vtdische Studim, vol. ii. p. 146 but Oldt·nbl.'rg and othc1s h:we main­
tnined its existence. According to Parg:H·r. A11rimt I11dimr Jli.1torirnl Tradition 
p. 306 : "Brahmanism tlwn originally was not :m :\ila or Aryan institutic~. 
The earliest Brahmanas wl.'rc connl.'ctcd ~\ith the non-Aryan pl·opks". Tlus 
theory would scriou~ly jco):-arrliM~ th,. rac•:ll hypolhl.'sis about the Nigin of the 
caste. Haugand Kern maintained the <·xiHcnc-c of caste t:ven bdore the Indo­
Iranian separ ation. 

6. Bhupendranath Datta, Studies i11 I11dian Social Polity (Calcutta, 19~) 
pp. 450-51 : "Varna was not a ca.~te, and caste originally hnd an cconom1.c 
basis. It was the occupation of a group of men that determined their pcSl­
tion in the society.... The Vama w~:s a fiction in historical period, but''tbe 
occupational grouping became the reality". On p. 444 Datta says : the 
original Hindu soc1ety did not knew the caste systr:m. In the primeval days 
of the Vedas, the 11ama.r were the rrpn ~r nt2ticns of social grad(s and as such 
they were classes and not stercotypul hl·n:ditaJ1' ca~tcs. The latter-day 
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fourfold division of society is thus interpreted to be a division 
based on difference of labour. The original name for caste in 
Sanskrit is Varna which means colour. This would tend to support 
a hypothesis about the racial and not the economic origin 
of the system. In the Mahabharata also it is stated that at the 
time of the creation of the four Varnas, complexion was a 
differentiating criterion-the Brahmans were white, the 
Kshatriyas were red, the Vaisyas were yellow and the Sudras 
were black. 

According to the later lawgivers, the Bhagavadgita and, 
Kautilya's Arthasastra, the Brahmin class was mostly concerned 
with intellectual and spiritual enterprises, the Kshatriyas with 
militaristic and administrative tasks, the Vaisyas with agricultural 
and commercial functions and the Sudras with servile and menial 
works of life. But in spite of this fourfold classification, in actual 
practice there were since the Vedic days, many subcastes, 
but roughly they could be put in one of the four big categories. 

The Brahmins were at top of the social scale and were 

concerned with the functions both of an intellectual elite and of 

a priesthood.1 In most ancient societies the priesthood enjoyed 

great prestige for its astrological and eschatological knowledge. 
It could reveal the mystery of heavens and death.2 It controlled 
life by magical devices.3 But in a refined society, like that of the 
Vedic Aryans and their successors, the Brahmins counted much 

allegory of the purusha-sukta had its counterpart in the Avestic legend of Persia 
and the legend of the Teutonic Saga. In fact, four-fold division of wciety 
was common to many countries of the ancient world extending from China 
to Germany. It was not a special evolution of the Indian miliw. Further, the 
different social divisions of the ancient Zoroastrian scciety of Pt'rsia had drrF.~fs 
of different colours to distinguish themselves. Similar differcnce of dress we 
find in the Middlc Age society of Europe." Professional ~pecialization is ~up­
posed to be the dominant factor in the ca~te system by Nt'sfield. 

1. Max Weber, Essays in Sociology, tran~Jatl"d by Gt'rth ar.d Mills (New 
York, 1946 ), pp. 396-97, 268-26g. Cf. Manmmriti, xi, 33 :"without hesitaticn 
the Brahmin shall make me of the sacred texts of the Atharvavcda ; the word 
indeed is the weapon of the Brahmin ; therewith may he kill his enemies," 
Quotd in Winternitz, op. cit., p. '47· 

2. Oswald Spengler, Th( Declim of the Wtsf (New York, 1928), II, 352., 
cf., the Magi of Persia and the Pontiffs of Rome. 

3· Law, op. (it., P· 45· 
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more upon their intellectual supcriority.1 The Brahmins 
were the prim·iral conservators of the revealed Vedic tradition. 
Althm1p;h the Kshatriyas took a prominent part in the production 
of the Uranisbzdic rhilosophy,2 still in geJl(•ral, the Brahmins 
wne the custcdim~s of the sacred literature and remained so in 
spite of the fact that time and again, great teachers, sages and 
philosopher~ came frrm the Kshatriya caste ar:d even from the 
castt·s further d<.\\11. In the later r-cricds of Indian history 
the Brahmins also enjoyed judicial power and there arc references 
in the Mal1aLb1 ata to this effect. Kautilya and Sukra 
advocate such practice. In later times 1hcy cr.me to enjoy 
several immunities at~d privileges cq:ccially in taxation. 

1 he suprnr. acy cf the Brahmins was intellectually advocated 
by the political and social r-hilmcrhr~ rlso . .t'.ccmdirg to 
Kautilya the king was to follow the P1:rohita in the ~arne way as 
a student follows the teacher, the son his father and the servant 

.his master (ol:tT'<Illi f~tlf: fGo<: '!,~T ·~F~:r: ~cllfl:t<=tf~cr '<11~'0 ... 0'). The 
I'urohita was to be a n1an of rnpcctable fr.mily well versed in 
the ancient sacred at~d literary tradition ard proficient in the 
Atharvavcda and the ~cience ofgoverr:mcnt. In case he committed 
serious cficnccs he could be dismissed and imprisoned but in no 
case was he to be r-ut to death, v.ith the single exception of high 
treascn. Accordirg to the Ivlar.mrr.riti the kit:g was to show 
revert r: cc to the aged Erahmirs wl:o art" Vedic scholars and are 
pure. The rr.nt i1rrortant r-olitical affairs relatir.g to the six 
measures of the ro) a! r-olicy "ere to be deliberated upon by 

1. The fclkwing vcr~c~, R. V. iv, !;O, i·g, nfcr to the f<\\rr cf tl:e 

~fu (Brahmin) over the king. 

~ ~~ ~ srfa~f.:r f'f~T ~vr ~~-qfff cr"\li'vr 1 

i{~ lf: ~~o' FGI~fa "~'!-~fa Ci•a.~ tt<iff,\il"{ 11 

ij' ~a ~fu ij'f'i:la at.Cf.m ~~ a~1:tr ~ ~r fq•cra- fcl'~croift~ 1 

ffilf Fcro: ~,.l{crr <=~lf'~ ~~9: ~wr ~~frr Tt u;fa 1 -
arsrffim' \if1rfu ~~i'f 'SI'f~~o ~T ~lTT I 

~ ~ CIRCf: i!ivflfu ~~of ~T\il~ O'lfcWo ~: I 
2. Garbe Winternitz and Hertel accept the Kshatriya origin of the 

Upanisadic philosophy, although in Samkhya-Philosoph;·, p. 13, Garbe tended 
to modify his views. 
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the king with the most distinguished among the ministers­

a learned Brahmin ( w:fqt i=! fcrfu~rr ~uf;:r fqqfi<'<ldl ~~ ~li 
lF'l!l\). The king was to honour those Brahmins who had 
returned from the preceptor's house after studying the v~da, "for 
that money which is given to Brahmins is declared to be an 

imperishable treasure for king~." 
But in spite of enjoying tremendous social and intellectual 

prestige and superiority the Brahmins did not establish a theo­
cracy in India.1 Western scholars are mistaken when the~· rcf<·I­
to Brahmanism being the classic example of theocracy in 
ancient times.2 It is true that in later times there wrrr somr 
Brahmin kingly dynasties but these were not due to the fact 
that these candidates for the royal throne were being sponsored 
by Brahmanism as an organized ecclesiastical corporation 
or group. 3 These perwr.s had the necr~sary ~kill to get into· 
political office and they also happened to he members of t}H: 
Brahmin caste. We have to distinguish between individu<JI 
Brahmins and Brahmins as a priestly group. \Ve could have 
spoken of theocracy only in case of a priestly grcup getting 

monarchical rower or of a king exercising also priestly functiom· 

1. R. V. i, 128, 8; cf. Zimmer, .Alti11diuhn /.fhtn, p. 20511· 

2. Heinrich von Trcitschke, Politics, English translation by Blanch<'· 
Du~dall and Torben De Rille (New York, 1916 ), II, pp. 25, 27 ; P. A. Soro',in 
Soczal and Cultural Dynamics (New York, 1937 ), III, 140-143 ; Hr-gd, Tk 
Philoscph;•ofRi1Jht, section 355 say·; with r<'fcrcncc to the orit·ntal world-historical 
realm :-"The world-view of this first (Oriental) realm is sub~tantial, withou• 
inward division, and it arises in natural communities patriarrhically govern<·d. 
Acccrdir,.~ to this view, the mundane form of go\·ernrncnt is theocratic til:· 
ruler is also a high priest or God himself; ccnstitutiPn and legislation ~rc a~ 
the ~arrc time rclif?ion, while religious and rr:oral commands, or usagr~ ratha. 
are iii the same lime natural and positivr law. In the ma~nifircncr- of thi-< 
regimt: as a whole, individual personality loses its rights and pcrhht's; the t:x­
krnal world of nature is either directly divine or else God's ornament, ancl th: 
histury of the actual is poetry. Distinctions arc developed in custcms, govcrn­
rrlt'llt, and state on their many sides, and in default of laws and amidst the ~im­
plicity of manners, they become unwieldy, diffuse, and superstitious cer<'moni<·s. 
th<: accidents of personal power and arbitrary rul<', ar.d class differcncrs bccomc· 
crystallized into hereditary r2~tr~. Hence- in the Orient?) •tntr- nothing i-. 
fixed and what is stable is fossilized ; it lins there fcre only in nn outw:~nl 
movdment which becomes in the end an ekmcntal fury and desolation. Its. 
inner calm is merely the calm of non political life and immersion in fceblenC5.! 
and exhaustion." 

3· The reference in the Aitareya Brahmana, vii, '27, and the Artha~astra 
ofKautilya to the humiliation ofjanamejaya by the Brahmins would not prove 
the existence of theocracy. 
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and administering the kingdom in accordance with the dictates 
of canon law. The Brahmins as a class never enjoyed supreme 
political powu. Their power was confined to being appointed 
as ministers. 1t is true that they wielded some political influence1 

bee a use they educated the royal prince, still in view of the fact 
that there was no cstablished church, no pope, no centralized 
temple, no institution of prophets, we cannot speak of theocracy 
in ancient India. There were no iustances of p1·iest-kings in 
ancient India unlike Egypt and Babylonia. Ancient India 
presents no spectacle like these of the Hebrew Theocracy, Islamic 
Caliphate cr Calvin's rule in GcnC\·a. Indi\·idual Brahmins 
obtained political oflices but Brahmins as a group Ilt'\Tr enjoyed 
supnme political power in ancient India. 

Scme ccr.fusion has cften been gennated by the fact that 
~ cholars haye not can fully looked into the difl(renccs between 
historical ar.d theoretical "orks. Eooks that arc normative and 
didactic in character have been considered to yield genuine 
facts of history. It is true that in the Brahmanas as well as 
in Manu we find exalted claims to power of the Brahmins but 
we have to guard against two misconceptions. Both the Brah­
manas and the law-book of Manu a1 e theoretical works and are 
not descriptions of concrete social practice. ~Ion'o\"er, even 
these books never contain any theory cr instance of the claim 
of Brahmins to political superiority, The Satapatha Brahmana 
(v.1.1.12) also says: "To the king doubtless belongs the 

Rajasuya; for by offering the Rajasuya he bccom~s king, and 
unsuited for kingship is the Brahm ana." It is true that the 
Brahmins claimed to be "gods of earth," but in spite of all 
vaunted claims they remained both in theory and practice 
advisors, councillors or at best ministers, but they never 
claimed to be the supreme decision-makers in things political. 2 

Furthermore, a supreme handicap on the exercise of autonomous 

1. Keith, Cambridge History of India, i, 95 : "The Vedic Purohita was the 
forerunner of the Brahmana statesman.... there is no reason to doubt that a 
Visvamitra or a Vasistha was a most important dement of the government 
of the early Vedic realm'. 

:.!. For the position and status of the BraJ;mins according to the Jatakas, 
Richard :Fick, The Social Organisation in North Ind1a, pp. 180-250. 



HINDU POLITICAL THOUGHT 

political power by the Brahmins was that they had no indepen­
dent source of revenue. Financially they were dependent 
the king and other landed and commercial leaders. Thus it 
was not possible to galvanize any strong front for purposes of 
acquiring political power or organizing effective political 
resistance. 

The Kshatriyas came next to the Brahmins in the social 
scale. 1 According to political thinkers the king was always to 
come from the Kshatriya caste. This theory could not always 
work in practice.2 The Nanda rulers of ancient India had a 
great stigma attached to them because they came from tlw Sudra 
or the lowest social order. To which caste did the l'vlauryas 
belong is still doubtful. According to Divyavadan Bindusar and 
Asoka were Kshatriyas. But this myth of the Kshatriya origin 
of kings has always been powerful in India and when fi1reign 
conquerors came to India they all got attached to them the 
pedigree dcriva ble from some ancient Kshatriya hero. 

We would not say much about the Vaisyas and the Sudras 
because there is not much reference to them in works of political 

philosophy. Kautilya favours a village settlement where there 

would be many Vaisya agriculturists and Sudra labourers. In 

Manu the Sudras arc referred to only as agricultural laborers but 
in Kautilaya they rre both agricultural and industrial labourers. 
But we must mention one point about the Vaisyas and the Sudras. 
There arc both historical and theoretical references to groups, 
corporations and guilds of workers in ancient Indian literature 
and inscriptions and they had an important influence on the 

I. Richard Fick, oj1. cit., on the basis of the ]a takas says :, "The IJalt~l'O.\ 
a~e the :epresentativcs of political power ; they s)mboli~c the idea of a commu­
mty which stands above the family, above the caste, the idea namely of the 
state ...... · The khattiyas of ancient times formed, in my opinion, like the 
d~nas~ies of princes in other lands, a class by themselves, a class with only 
th1s difference, that it acquired in India to a greater extent than elsewhere 
the character of a caste or rather gradually acquired in course of times this cha­
racter." 

. 2. In t.he Chan~ogya Upanishad iv, 2 , I-S, King Janasruti Pautrayana 
IS called a Sudra .. lhe medieval interpreters of the Hrahma-sutra are des­
p~~ately busy. puttmg a sch.olas.tic interpretation upon . this.. I?. the S. B., 
xm, 5, 4, 6, Kmg Marutta Av1ksh1ta is called Ayogava wlnch s1gmf1es a person 
ofmixed caste. 
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development of institutional and corporate life.1 They formed 
some sort of locally autonomous associations and were a 
counterpoise to political absolutism. Preponderantly these 
guilds and economic groupings would be composed of the Vaisyas. 
and Sudras. 

From the works of Kautilya and l\'1anu it appears that the 
caste system was growing to be an extremely complicated social 
structure. As a form of social organization the caste system 
has been variously interpreted. 2 It is considered to be an 
accommodation group harmonizing social tensions.s Some 
interpret it as a system of social relationships based on 
superiority and subordination:' Hindu writers tc>ncl to 
give an organic interpretation of the caste and view it as a 
cooperative and not as a competitive institution.5 The caste 

1. R. C. l\.fajumdar, Corf!Oralc !.if.· in Ancimt India (Callull:l, 1< Jq): 
R. K. :-Jooknji. Lora/ Gm·cmmm! in Ancimt India (Oxford, 1919) : b1 i~•·y 
S:u·k:1r, ojJ. cit. ; The l·bthig-umpha inscription of Kharvda, Ej•igrajlf.ira lt:dia. 
vol. xx., E. \V. Hopkins, India Old atul .. \"(·w. p. 1 tig ; Richard Fick, 11 t: ,<'aid 
Organi.wlion in j\'vrth-l:'.r.1l India, pp. 267-285. 

" Jacob lllll·kchardt, Fora wzd Frudom (New York, 1943), p. 171. 
consid<'rs the institution of' the caste to be the strongc~l negation of iu.i' :c! 1.a­
l it\'. According to Dough~ then· arc thn·c characteristics of l'astcs 

· (i) hereditary specialization 
( ai) hierarchic organization 

(iii) mutual exclusion 
:\cronling to A. L. Krocber, "Caste", Encyclopa~dia ofth~ Social Scimcts, the caste 
is ''a':l . endogamou~ and I_1ere~itary subdivisi?n of an etl.mic unit, occupying­
a po~ttlon of supenor or mfenor rank of socml esteem, 111 compari~cn with 
other such subdividions''. 

3. Robert E. Park and E. \V. Burgess, Introduction to the Science cJ Scciolog;F 
(Chicago, 1921 ), p. so. 

4· Max Weber, Essay in Sociolog;• {New York, 1946 ), pp. 3S6-sg. 

5 . S. Radhakrishnan, The Hindu View of Life. {Lon~lon, 1928 ), p. 93 ; 
Cf. Sri Aurobindo, Tlze Human Cycl~, pp. 6-7 : ''the Ved1c institution of the 
fourfold order, caturvarna, miscalled the system of the four castes-fer caste 
is a conventional varna, a symbolic and typal institution. {Sri Aurobindo. 
is using here the terminology of the German historian Karl Lamprecht). 
Vvc arc told that the institution of the four orders of society was the rest:lt of an 
economic revolution complicated by political casuses. Very possibly, but th<" 
important point is that it was not so rcga_rded and could not be so regarded by 
the men of that age. For while we arc satisfied when we have found the practical 
and material caus~s of a social phenomenon and do not care to look 
farther, they cared little or only subord!natcly ~or its material factors and looked 
always first and foremost for its symbolic, l'l'hgtous or psychological sipnificanct". 
This appears i~ th<' Purusha-Sukta of the Veda '":here the four orders aJ't" 
described as havmg sprung from the body of the n·eatlvc Deity, from his head. 
arms. thighs and feet. To us this is merely a poetical image and its scm<' is that 
the Brahmins were the men of knowledge, the ~shatriyas the men of powe1·, 
the Vaishyas the producers and support of soctety, the Shudras its servants. 
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never became a political association, it always remained a 

social grouping.1 

We shall discuss now the political effects of the caste system. 
The most important result perhaps was that the monopolistic 
caste system led to the increase of royal power and this was 
achieved in three ways: (1) the destruction of the national Samiti 
of olden times, (2) the destruction of the economic guilds, 2 (3) 
the use of the priesthood for suppressing the other groups that could 
together have formed an aristocratic opposition.8 The assembly of 
old was gradually being replaced by the council of ministers. Side 
by side, groupings of castes were coming into importance and 
caste representation was advocated by the Mahabharata in the 
formation of kingly council. The ca'ite system was based on the 
concer:t of social distance and social sanction for the infringement 
of caste laws and hence due to lack of political fraternisatinn 
a united front could not be presented to the holders of political 
power. 4 For this same reason-maintenance of social distances-

.... Human soci~ty w~s for them an allrmpl to expr<"~s in life the co~mic Puru~!~.-. 
wh.o has <'Xprr.s;~d hims.-!f otherwise in the material and the supraphy~il';t) 
unt\'trsr:. Man and the cosmos nrc hnth nftlv·m symbol~ and e-xpressions d tl'r 
same hi:Jd~n Reality." Co11tr~st, R. l'. Masani, "caste ::~nd the stnl('tlll<' 
of society", Tht [(gary or lurfio (Oxfr rc', tt;37 ), F. 151 : "The 5)'Stcm was a 
compromise b~twrcn im!ividu:.Ji,m and ro!lectivism, betwl"ell unrc<trainnl 
comp ... tition and co:1strained co-operati.,n. It has evr-n be-r-n dt'scribnl ;t~ 
'anri'·"t tim-:-ta>t~d ,,;~nt;fi<' snc.ialistn' (Bha~wan Das, Anrimt 11tTSI15 Afodn11 
.),_;wlfi,~ S~ciafism ), maint:1i11ing the balance of power betWet'n I he \'OCation:~J 
class< G. 

!. \Y~h:r, r,p. cit, PP· :l9B·3!J!'l· 

!.!. According to Joseph Dahlmann the guild system is an institution 
characteristic of the Indo-European-speaking peoples. He is of the opinion 
that the caste is a guild which has become solidified. Bougie has denied this 
view and says that ifDahlmann's view were true then every profession shou1d 
correspond to a caste. 

3· Weber, op. cit., pp. 404-5 ; Bandyopadhaya, ,p, cil., p. 325. 
4· Weber, op. cit., pp. 402, 404 ; Hegel, Tile PhiuJJOp/ly of Righi, p. 206 

says : 'There is a conspicuous difference, in realation to the principle of pa['ti­
cularity and the subject's arbitrary will, between the political life of the cast 
and the west, and also between that of the ancient and the modern world. In 
the former, the division of the whole into classes came about objectively of 
itself, because it is inherently rational ; but the principle of subjective parti­
cularity was at the same time denied its rights in that, for example, the 
allotment of individuals to classes was left to the ruling class, as a in Plato's 
&public, or to the accident of birth, as in the Indian caste-system." 
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the caste system destroyed the economic guilds or at least pre· 
vented their growth into a political opposition. 

The caste system had another political consequence also. 
It prevented the emergence of the conception of political indivi· 
dualism. It is tme that individualism is a modern conception. 
It has received strength from the immense growth of capitalist 
commodity production which shattered the old economic 
fetters imposed by feudalism and serfdom. The Reformation 
which championed the cause of individual conscience against the 
claims of papal supremacy in the field of Biblical interpretation 
also added to the force of growing political individualism. 
The theory of natural right further substantiated political indivi­
dualism form the theoretical standpoint. In ancient Greece 
we had only rudimentary beginnings of humanistic individualism 
in Protagoras and egoistic individualism in Epicurus. A few 
sophists like Hippias tried to demolish the foundations 
of established law. Even Socrates confined his attacks to tra­
ditional moral pieties and did not challange the system of law and 
politics. Thus it is evident that the absence of fOlitical indivi­
dualism in ancient India should not appear surprising because 
the concept of the autonomous significance and political rights 
of the individual versus the state or versus the society is a modern 
development. Nevertheless, it must be stated that the firmly 
entrenched caste structure was the greatest bulwark of ~ conser­
vative corporativism and even vague, elementary, and un­
developed conceptions of individual rights versus that state_did 
not emerge in ancient India. 

Before we finish the subject of social structure in India we 
should mention another characteristic Indian social institution 
-the Ashrama-meaning order or stage of life.l The division 
into four castes was to a great degree a concrete reality, although 
we find that from the Vedic times onwards there were innumerable 
subdivisions but each of them could be put in some one of the four 
big divisions. Contrasted with the caste, the Ashrama more or 

I. According to \Vinternitz the word Ashrama is derived from the root 
rram, and originally meant the religious fervour and efforts of hermits and 
ascetics. 
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less represented an idcaJ.l Its theory became formulated m the 
later Vedic age. It tried to divide the life ofan orthodox Aryan 
into four divisions. 2 The life-span was counted as one hundred 
years. Out of this the first twenty-five years were to be spent 
as a Brahmaearin3-a Vedic student leading an austere life 
(The Atharvaveda XI, 5). The next twenty-five years were for 
household enjoyments and public duties. The years from the 
fifty-first to the seventy-fifth were to be devoted to meditation 
and study. After seventy-five came the stage of Sannyasa­
total renunciation of all attachments and possessions and leading 
the life of a wandering ascetic. The Sannyasi is the ideal of a 
Hindu-completely self-possessed, one who has finished all his 
public and social duties and is at one with the centre of spiritual 
energy. He is to teach and educate his fellowmen in the paths 
of virtue and is unbound by any social conventions or tradi­
tions.4 We shall find that in all the works of Hindu political 
thought-Kautilya's Arthasastra, Manu's lawbook and the 

1. Cf., Paul Deussen, The Philosophy oftlu Upa11ishads (Edinburgh, 1919 ), 
p. 397 ; "These four life-stages of the Brahman-as student, housdwld< r 
anchorite and wandering beggar-in which according to a subsequent vin~ 
the life of every Indian Brahman should be spent were at a later (me very 
5-ignificantly named Asramas, i.e. 'places of mortification' (First as far as 
our knowledge goes, in the Atyasramin of Svet. 6, 21, followed by Maiu·. 
4,3, etc.). The whole life should be passed in a series of gradually intensifying 
ascetic stages, through which a man, more and more purified from all earthly 
attachment, should become fitted for his 'home' (Astam ), as the other world 
is designat{d as early as the R. V. x, 14, 8. The entire history ofmankind 
does not produce much that approaches in grandeur to this thought." Perhaps 
the social utilitarian, the societarian collectivist, the hedonist and others who 
take a relativistic view of ethics would not concur with Deussen's praise of an 
intuitional ethic primarily oriented to a metaphysic of absoluti5m. 

2- ~ tTm•err l!IDStlf<Fi G:T<tfl1fu ~iflf\Cftf t:I;Cf-c. U. ii, 23. 

tpfQUJllfT?fif fcfW:lumm:;:r ffi<itl~ ~~ifl<~Tif f"ij~ 'tf\Fa- 1 
-B. A. U. vii, 2. 

3· Sometimes the word Antcvasin is also used to designate the Brahmacari, 
S. B. v, I. 5, 17 ; B. A. U. vi, 3: 7 ; T. U. i, 3, 3· For details about ancient 
Indian education, S. V. Vcnkateswara, l11diall Cullure Through the Ages (London, 
1938 ), vol. i. 

4· Manusmriti, vi, 68 :-

m:&TUTT~ ~ mrcrifrr err ~ 1 
ml'tt41cl!tt ~ ~~<r ~~ ~ I 

According to the Sveta~vatara Upanishad the Sannyasi is beyond the 
Ashramas. According to the later Upanishads a person could directly become 
a Sannyasi without being an anchorite. 
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!'vlahabharata-there arc discussions of these four Ashnnas. 
But actually, only the householders are to be affected by public 
and political obligations since the other three orders do net 
hold private property, do net produce any wealth and are not 
available for public office.1 According to the Manusmriti 
the householder is declared to be the superior to all ~the 

Ashramas because he supports the other three (til~ fir ) . "As 
all rivers, both great and small, find a resting-place in the 
ocean, even so men of all orders find protection with householders 

( ij"~ ~fq lirRr « ft~i{ ) ". 



Chapter ll 

BASIC CONCEPTS OF HINDU POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 

r. INTRODUCTION 

There are two types of literary sources in ancient India 
from which we obtain ideas about political problems and matters. 
The Vedas, the Upanishads and the philosophical systems provided 
incidentally some significant political concepts but their fundame­
ntal orientation is towards theology, religion and philosophy. But 
theArthasastra and the Dhannasastra literature deals more inten­
sively and systematically with political problems and theories of 
administration. In the Santiparva of the Mahabharata we find 
political realism and speculative idealism of an advanced level. 
But although in a:r:tcient and medieval India there was a continu­
ing tradition of speculation regarding politics and administration, 
we find that we do not have as many magnificent productions 
in political thought in India as in ancient and medieval Europe. 
Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, John of Salisbury, Aquinas, Dante, 
Marsiglia of Padua and William Wycliffe produced big 
and powerful treatises in the field of political philosophy. In 
ancient and medieval India we have only two monumental 
productions in politics-the Arthasastra of Kautilya and the 
Santiparva. This is rather a slender achievement for the powerful 
Hindu mind which has tremendous productions to its credit 
in the field of literature and philosophy. This is an intriguing 
situation and demands an answer. One can never be categorical 
in providing such answers. However, it appears that possibly 
the special field in which the creative exuberance of the ancient 
Hindus manifested itself was not political science but logic, 
philosophy and theology. This may be due to the fact that 
probably in the Hindu scheme of theoretical evaluation, political 
sciences did not appear as important as some of the other 
sciences. It is also possible that the ancient Hindus thought that 
politica1.matter required not so much of utopian and idealistic 
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theoretical construction as a pragmatic and practical han:lling 
and hence even in the Arthasastra and the Santiparva, what is 
uppermost is not the rational creation of a theory of state and law 
as a theory of monarchical administration. A secon::l factor to 
explain the comparative Faucity of advanced theoretical litera­
ture in the field of ancient Hindu political science might have 
been the absence of diverse types of politics in ancient India. 
C:.:rtainly for some periods of Indian histo11' we find edvidences 
of the existence of republics, but fundamentally monarchy 
established in the framework of the fourfold or more castes was 
the predominant pattern. Hence that theoretical interest in the 
relative merits and demerits cf different types of polities 
which has been a significant factor in the growth of western 
political theory was not present in India. The existence of 
Ath::nian democracy and Spartan oligarchy side by side 
produced the background of a lot of political thinking in 
Greece. If to the Magadhan monarchical imperialism there 

·would have been offered as competitor a republican polity 
of equal vitality and historical continuity then perhaps a lot 
of political speculation would have been generated. Perhaps a 
third factor could also be pointed out to explain the relative 
absence of serious works of political thought. The vast size of 
the Indian sub-continent in the days of undeveloped commu­
nication did not make possible the de1:sity and immensity of 
political experience which is essential for keen political investiga­
tions. Except for occasional warfare the main social experience 
that presented itself to the thinkers and to the people related not 
to politics but to the caste system. Hence the urgency and the 
immediacy of the political problems which could generate 
serious political theorising was not acute in ancient India. But 
it spite cf these limiting factor we find that in the field of 
political philosophy Hindu thinkers did formulate and develop 
some important political concepts. 

Some of the fundamental concep1s and ideas in the realm 
of Hindu political philosophy were formulated not by political 
writers but by metaphysicians and philosophers. When 
the latter had given those concepts a broad and rich content, 
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the former incorporated them in their own works. Such a pro­
cess can also be detacted in the history of western political 
thought, in the development of such concepts as virtue, right, 
the ideal life, truth, liberty, etc.l 

2. THE CONCEPTS OF BRAHiHAX AND llSfl.-1 TR.:J 
IN THE VEDIC LITERATURE 

Due to impact of science on modern thought we find in 
modern social sciences a quest for rigidly and preciscl)' defined 
concepts which become the basis for the advance of the several 
disciplines. But in ancient India we find that the separation 
of disciplines had not proceeded very far. In the Vedas, in the 
Mahabharata and in the Manusmriti we find a comprehensive 
theoretical and historical discussion and description of numerous 
topics. Hence although we come across political discussions 
and speculations in them they pertain more to the realm of 
political philosophy than to that of scientific politics. In the 
ancient Hindu works on political thought we find that political 
~atters are treated as a part of human activities and hence arc 
mtegrally connected with the problems of human destiny and 
moral and spiritual values. Ancient Hindu writers attempt to 
discuss problems of politics and administration as int erlinkcd with 
the intimate problems of human origins and cosmic processes. 
Hence to them problems of the foundations and justification of 
political action and its meaning in the context of the community 
structure arc more significant that the definition of the dynamics 
of citizenship, of the positivistic approach to law or the growth 
of the state as a public·setvice corporation. Hence in the study 
of ancient ~indu political thought we have to appreciate the 
comprehensiVe philosophical and religious approach of the 
writers. Only with the growth of the Arthasastra literature we 
get an intensive and realistic discussion of the problerr:s of 

I. The subject of the religious and philosophic origin of some of the 
dominant concepts of westem political science has been dealt with pro­
foundly and at great length by Nicolas Dcrdyaev in several of his writmgs, 
especially, The Origin of Russian Communism, The Meaning of History, The Russian 
Idea etc. Hegel also discussed this problem with special reference to the concept 
of freedom in the early portions of The Philosophy nf Right. 
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diplomacy and administration. But some of the dominant 
religious and philosophical conceptions of ancient times continue 
to influence even the \•lorks belonging to the Arthasastra 
tradition. 

The Vedas are the earliest and one of the most important 
books in Hindu thought. Primarily they are hymns ofptayer 
to gods. Incidentally they also give us an idea of the society, 
polity and economic conditions of the times. !\.fore and more, 
scholars are recognizing their great influence on later philosophy. 
So far as political philosophy is concerned the Vedas provide us 
v.ith the notions of Brahma1 and Kshatra. 2 Since the Vedic 
times till Mahatma Gandhi, Hindu thinkers have debated 
upon the problem of the relative superiority of spiritual and 
physical powers. The individual person was a complex 
of the body and the soul. The body signified physical 
powers and the soul stood for spiritual powers. The 
problem was which one of them should an individual try to 
develop and which should be given social recognition. During 
the age of the Vedas and the Brahmanas the problem was 
debated,3 but with the advance of the Upanishadic metaphysics 
and the Buddhist notions of Nirvana, decided preference began 
to be shown not for the militaristic and physical aspects of life 
but for the meditative, absorptive and spiritual. The Hindu 

1. According to Haug, Brahma signifies prayer. Rudolf Roth holds 
that originally Brahma meant the volitional energy directed towards the gods, 
then it meant a religious word and finally indicated the Absolute. According 
to Max Muller. Six Systems of Indian Philosophy, pp. 68 ff., Brahma denotFs 
what grows, from ~ which means to grow. Deussen, Allgemeine Gcsdzichtcdtr 
Philosophic, I, i, 305 ff. interprets the word Brahma to mean the human 
will in its striving to attain the absolute, when the aspirant in prayer returns 
to his self which transcends space and time. 

For thr· sake of simplicity, I have used the form Brahma and not the 
form Brahman. For the same reason I have used the form Karma and not 
Karman. 

2. "Ksatra, in the general sence of dominion, rule, power as exercised by 
gods and m«:n, occurs frequently f~rm t~e. Rigvcd~ onwards. The wo~d 
is also found m the concrete sense of rulers m the R1gveda and later, but m 
no case docs it in the R:igveda certainly mean what it regularly denotes in the 
later Samhitas, the ruhng class as opposed to the priests, the subject people 
and the servile class. A ksatra-pati is several times mentioned as an equivalent 
of King." Vedix Index, i, 202. 

3· Alfred Bertholet, "Priesthood," The Encyclopaedia of the Social Sriences, 
cd. by Seligman, XIII, 39 J, is mistaken in thinking that the Brahma and the 
Kshatra separation of the Vedas is artificial. 
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thinKers have been greatly concerned with the probk·m of sah-::t­
tion. The world meant for them a prison and it W<lS csst:ntial 
to obtain salvation from its clutches and fetters. En:n when 
great empires arose and big economic organizations were 
erected, the conscience of the majority of thinkers ascribed 

supremacy to the spiritual sense of right and values. 
The Vedas and the Brahmanas posed the problem very 

simply. \Vhat should be the relation between Brahma and 
Kshatra ?1 In the Brahmanas there was the tendency to identify 
the Brahmin caste as symbolizing the Brahma power and 
the Kshatriya caste the Khsatra power. But this caste-wise 
representation was not supposed to be rigid. 2 A Kshatriya 
could develop his spiritual powers and by the realization of the 
self and the spiritual absolute could attain spiritual worth. On 
the other hand if a Brahmin so liked, he could take to the develop­
ment ofK.shatriya or K.shatra capacities. Some gifted incli vicluals 
like Rama or Krishna are credited in the ancient literature with 
having both the powers developed. But although this notion of 

the two powers had its genesis in the dual component of the in­
dividual human person, still as we see in the conception of the 
Brahmin and the Kshatriya castes, the problem was also 
visualized and understood on the social level. Kautilya conceives 
of the acceleration of the Kshatra pow'er by the Brahmin group 
as leading to the conquest of the unconqucrablc.3 

t. ~ cf er~qrm acw.f ~cJ:O~T e~ cf ~~RlfT'"'" .. I 
~ ~ ~~ ~~ er~1t ~¢ur ~ ~ ~~ srfufizo' e1~ ~W II ~~Uf ~q­
~~ cr:nJfu ~ cr ~ur: ~~ mfu m:tt~ ~l!,'i aG:T~~TQTfhT<J: 
~-A B ... 6 . . vm, , g. 

~ cf. ftcrtcf,Cf 1 ~~ cf ~T11. 1-S. D. xii, 8, 2. 

2. <if~ <f _ ~~: ~~ <l''*ll~etG:~ ~1lTT 'tf ~~ur =;:fr+rlicr: ~.ft: 
~m ~fu I tr~ cf ~~eft~ I S.D. xiii, r, 5· R. V. iv, r2, 
3 .; 42 , i ; v, 6g, r ; i: these hymns the word,Ksatriya is exch.:sivdy CCI~ncttcd 
Wlth royal authority or Divine authority--Vedic lT.dex, i, ~03. 

3 · Arthasastra i 9 · · 

~~r.ru:' ~~ llr.-~~rnllfr~a+J:-
~-ilf"'etl"lr:ll.a ~I lt?l l'illet~.f~:re+( II 
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The concept of Brahma grev.· in the Vedas and culmir.ated 
111 the Upanishads and Vedanta where it meant the absolute, 
the great, and signified the one essence of the diverse pluralistic 
becoming.1 But in the Vedas Brahma stood for the notion of 
magical force 2 derived from the orderly cooperation of the hymns, 
the chants and the sacrificial gifts. Perhaps the idea of Brahma, 
holy power or mysterious power grew out of the apprehension 
of an all-pervasive force behind the things of the world. This 
notion of power or force or lustre or vigour behind Brahma, is 
very significant and the Upanishadic seers did not lose sight of 
it even when the Brahma as the absolute was conceived to be the 
being identical with truth, gnosis and bliss. The utter and 
supreme significance of metaphysical spiritualism and idealism 
begins in Indian thought from the Upanishads. There were a few 
streams of materialistic and vitalistic thought but the quest of the 
infinite and cosmic spirit was the dominant concern of the Hindu 
mind. This trend retarded the application of the abstract 
and rational intellect to the building of systematic theories about 
the state and society. The greatest minds of India applied 
themselves not to political philosophy and sociology but to the 
problems of the Sachchhidananda, lsvara, Atman, Jiva and 
Mukti. Nature was regarded in the Vedantic thought as the 
visible self-power of the Brahman. 'When Brahma was 
conceived as the creator of the empirical universe he was supposed 
to work with his self-energized power of 1viaya or Avidya or 
Sakti-power.4 This idea of the power of the absolute being had 

1. R. V., viii, 3, 91; Yajurvcda, xxx, 2. Henceforward the ::.bbr, viat{d 
form V. S. will stand for the Yajurveda. 

2 • ~an~ amr~ ~ ~ I 311!_~ C<R~ ~: I 
-R. V. ii, 24,3. 

Olden berg, J•Vellalls<haurmg der B1ahmanate:-.:te, pp. 49 ff. dcnit d that in the 
Veda there esxists either the idea or the word for a supernatural Power encom­
passing the world. 

3. Commenting upon the Vcdantasutra ~~'C:l+fma~. ii, x, 37, 
. ~ f1l ' ~ ' ~' ' .... Samkara says· ~'El''ll~ fii~&J I ~ qt'l.•l~ ~~ lcl"f WfiROT ~ 

"ffl {UI~iil ~qw;:ij' I 'm ij'Cf~ iil:{liilli :q <;r~' ~Cf I Also A. V., x, 
54, 2 ; vi, 47, 18; iv, 16, 9· 

Shri Aurobindo, The Lijd Dizd11e, I, 222. translates the Chit-Tapas or 
Chit-Shakti of the VedantJ. with consciousness-force. 
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a profound influence on Hindu political thought and practice. 
It imparted the predominant note of spirituality to Hindu 
thought. In the writings ofthe ancient Hindus we get a religious 
profundity and spiritual devoutness which we get only to some 
extent in the Bible and nowhere else. This stress on spirituality 
is a matter of the acceptance by the intellectual leaders of the 
community of the significance of the cosmic and the transcendent 
in human life. It amounts to a minimization of the importance 
'of the materialistic and secularistic entities. The Upanishads 
had taught that the man who knows the Brahma becomes the 
Brahma and has complete sway over whatsoever he desires. 
Hence we find that the Hindu kings are always admonished to 
devote a part of their time to contemplating this being. Therefore 
we should not be surprised to find that even an arch-defender 
of monarchical power, Kautilya, asserts that the royal prince 
should be initiated in the disciplines te·aching union with the 
absolute and knowledge of the true human self. Thus it is 
apparent that the spiritual and religious orientation that was 
imparted to Hindu thought by the Vedas and the Upanishads 
continued to be a dominant force even when the country advanced 
politically and big empires were being built. Even the upholders 
of monarchical imperialism on the social and political plane 
always maintained the significance of the transcendent spiritual 
and religious values as providing the meaning and the purpose 
of human life. Thus a fundamental conception of Hindu political 
thought is that before one can conquer others and obtain 
obedience from them he has to conquer his own self. 

The predominant emphasis on the spiritual and idealistic 
approach to reality generated the conception of man as spirit. 
According to the Vedantic view, man is not a mechan!cal or 
vital being. The physical and the vital and even the mental 
and the cognitional intellectual aspects are only bases and 
foundations for tht: manifestation of the creative potency of the 
spi1 itual essence. Man is a divine spark, whose spiritual vision 
has been clouded by the blinding power of ignorance. 
Q;.1ce the mask and veil of ignorance has been rent as under the 
spirit in man will shine in all resplendence. In view of the 
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tremendous significance of the Vedanta in Hindu India, the 
Vedantic conception of man as a spiritual essence exerted 
enormous political influence. 

The word Kshatra or Kshatrasri or the lustre of Kshatra, 
is found in the Vedas.1 Keith translates this ?.:ord by 
sovereignty.2 vVe can accept this translation provided we under­
stand this word in the general sense of power and do not read 
into it the abstract legal concept of an ultimate irresistible 
power of the political head as found in Bodin, Hobbes, Rousseau 
and Austin. \Ve shall say more about this concept of sovereignty 
later on. Eggcling identified Kshatra with the abstract ruling 
power. Kshatra in some passages of the Taittiriya Samhita 
and the Taittiriya Brahmana corresponds to Rajanya or the 
Kshatriya caste.3 Generally speaking, in later Hindu 
thought the word Kshatra lost its abstract conceptual character 
and tended more and more to be identified with the natural 
qualities of the Kshatriya caste. It never attained the e:xalted 
height which the concept of Brahma attained when it came 
to signify the absolute. Perhaps this tendency gives evidence 
of the predominant spiritual character of Hindu thought. 
The Satapatha Brahmana says that although Kshatra and 
Brahma are interdependent, the Brahmin who represents the 
Brahma can do without Kshatra but not vice versa.4 According 
to the Aitareya Brahrnana, in course of the Punarabhiseka 
ceremony, the king descends from the throne and makes obeisance 
to the Brahman and says : "verily thus the kingly power (Kshatra) 

I ~ <IGCiOIIil m ~~m:ti ~ fc:r~, R. v. vii, 34. II ; 
• ,. "' '!,;) ..:) 

R. V., I, 24, 6 ; iv, I7, I ; v, 62, 6. Kshatra {ruler or dominion) has the same 
meaning in the Avesta and the Persian inscriptions. 

2. Arthur Berriedale Keith, The Religion a11d Philosophy nf the Veda and 
Upanishads (Cambridge, Mas•, I925 ), p. 96. 

3· T. s., i, 8, 9, I ; T. B., i, 7, 3, 3· 

. ~w cf 'KJW'Of: ~~ UUf .. zt~d~fl! ~~'OfT :q elo;fur ~: m 
qf<•T~ ~ llf.it cf {i\3Hlfll <fl<iii' I S. B. xii, I, 5, I I.~~ ~)Gj c.~l"l . ~ "\ ~-. 

ilf~1;:j ~mft~!Um: ~f5 ~~~T'efT ~R~ ~I 

4· S. B., iv, 1. 4· 6. 
S. B., xiii, I. 9· 2. 



6:.> HINDU POLITIC.\L THOL'GHT 

falls under the influence of the holy power ( Brahman ). 
When the kingly power falls under the influence of the holy 
power that kingdom is prosperous, rich in heroes, in it a hero is 
born." This notion of the Brahma and K.shatra we consider 
to be one of the basic contributions of the Vedas and the Brahma­
nas to Hindu thought.l Since the Vedas and Brahmanas arc 
books on theology, ritual and philosophy, our gcnerali:~.ation 
about the origin of some of the basic political concepts in non­
political works is substantiated. The concept of Dharma further 
corroborates our statement. 

3· THE CONCEPT OF ARTHA IN 

KAUTILrA'S ARTHASASTRA 

We shall deal with the political ideas of the Upanishads, the 
Pali-Bt:ddhist literature and the Dharmasutras later on. Here 
we shall discuss the two concepts most emphasized by Kautilya 
-Artha and Danda. The Arthasastra of Kautilya is decidedly 
the most important work in Hindu political thought.2 The book 
refers to numerous previous tcachers3 and claims to be a systema­
tic compendium of the ancient teachings. Kautilya makes 
no . ~retense for the construction of any original system of 
political philosophy. The great significance of thi~ work lies 
not in the philosophical analysis of the ultimate problems of 

v sl. Ibid., iv, I, 1-4· cr. Gautama's Dharmasutras xi, 27 ; xi, 14 ; cr., 
. . xx, 25: 

ll~ ~~ 'T:f ~'!f :q ~;s:qi- "tf\.~: ~~ ~ ~.cf. -r:li -srnr:r li~ ~crr:~~W~T 11 
2 ' In t~e Mudrarak~tasa of Vi,hakhaciatta Kautilya has been recogni~ed 

as an~: ijej"~(f'!iltOft ~l'1lf'!Cf ~:I The author of the Lankavata~a­
;mtra salutes Kautilya as a R ·,h· D· d' the writer of the DaH,kun archanta 

the S d I. I. , n I, • · th 
m econ part of the beak refers to Acharya Vl~nugt pta m e n:ost 

laudatory te_:ms. He says : 3lefttq ffiq~~ful{ 1 ~l! ~oft~ fclt"OJ-
~ l=J~--~f+r: ~~: ~T~tm 1 ~lfTleft~lJ ijl=li<t'!tollJllRT 
~~~-fu I ~ana the great author of the Kadambari also kno\\S 
of KautJlya but he Is critical of the author's political thought. Bana says : 

fiti err ~qt ~ 1 ~t+tfa;r~fmmft~~f.rt(ut Cfi'&~l!~':f ~TUTli; 1 
3· Kautilya mentions the" names of several teachers like Visalaksh3, 

Parashara, Bahudantiputra, Kinjalka, Katyayana, Bharadvaja, Dirghachara­
yana, Pisuna, Ghotamukha, Kaunapadanta, Pisuna-putra. He refers to the 
schools of Manavas, Ambhiyas, Barhaspatyas and Ausanasa~. 
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legal ancl political thought. The writer is not interested in 
pn scnting the architectonic of the rationally perfect and ideal 
r;olitv. The supreme significance of this work lies in being the 
systematic cpitomization and constructive synthesis of the 
political ideas and notions available in those days. Winter­
nitz upheld that the writer of the Anhasastra was not a great 
staternan but a Pandit. But E. H. Johnson remarks : "Ifit is 
wrong on the one har. cl to read into the Arthasastra the ideas 
of a fr~at statesman or a deep political thinker, on the other 
hand half its value is missed by treating it as the pedantic 
theorisings of a Panclita." The authenticity of the book had 
long been a controversial Issue among Indologists but 
Jayaswal and Jacobi have strongly pleaded that the work 
js a genuine treatise written by Kautilya, the prime minister of 
King Chandragupta.1 

The intellectual atmosphere when Kautilya wrote was one 
of tremendous philosophical and social ferment. 2 The old 
Upanishadic absolutism and the ritualistic cult of the Vedic 
priests had been challenged by the rise of sceptics, atheists and 
nihilists-the "Six Tirthaka Teachers. " 3 The old religious 
tradition was on the defensive and the great Kalpasutra works 
had been trying to defend the Vedic domestic and sacrificial 
rituals. The Carvaka School of materialistic thinkers sought to 
pulverize the whole moral code and there was nothing subs­
tantial in their social teachings except a sensational notion of 
self-enjoyment. Kautilya began his work when these tenden-

1. Sten Konow, Ka•1ta(J·a Studies (Oslo, 1945 ), p. 65; Jaya5wal, ojJ. cit., 
pp. 203-219 ; for a di!Tcrcnt view, _Arthur B. Keith, "The Authenticity of the 
Arthas~stra." S~r A.rh'!tosh AJc'!orral f:'olr_l7nc (P~llna, 1926-~8 ), pp. 8-22 ; 
Accordmg to \Vmtcnutz, Gesduchte. dcr wdrschen (.-rtcrature, iii, 5c9 ff., the work 
bdongs to the 3rd cent. A. D., wlul<> .Jolly, Pwyab Sanskrit Series, No.4 (1923) 
holds that it is work of tlu: 4th cent. A. D. 

2. Jac<;>bi, Die Entwicklrmg dcr Gr.ttesidee beidm lndcrn, p. 41, n. 1, shows 
th_e co!lnec!•<?n of the text of the Arthasast.ra with Jaini~m. This conc_urs 
W1th hrs opuuon about the temporal synchrom~m of the redaction of the Jama 
canon and the Arthasastra. 

Jacobi infers that the Samkhya and Yoga systems the Purva Mimansa 
and the sensationalistic materialism of the Lokayata wdre in existence in the 
fourth century B. C. 

3· Samjaya Belatthaputta, Niggantha Nataputta Pakudha Kaccayana, 
Makkhali Gosala, Ajit Kesakambali and Purana Kassapa. 
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cies were ~ontesting with each other in the philosophical world. 
He does not follow the method of detailed exposition of any topic 
in the dialogue from which we find in the Pali Tripitakas. 
Instead he follows the older Brahmanical way of writing short 
aphoristic sentences. Hence, although his book is very exten­
sive we do not get the feeling of being at home in it which we 
find in the Upanishads or in the Tripitakas or in Plato's Rrjmblic. 
We shall give a short account of the times when Kautilya wrote. 

In the pre-Kautilyan era political power had been quite 
dispersed among a large number of republican and monarchical 
states. When Kautilya was writing, with the growth of the 
Magadhan imperialism, power was largely concentrated in the 
hands of the king of Magadha.1 The concept of the Samrat 
which is found in the R igveda and the Aitareya Brahman a and 
the term Cakravarti (the king whose chariot has unhindered 
march), which we find in the Buddhist literature, had now 
become a concrete reality, and hence, when Kautilya began his 
work his mind was impressed with the ideals of an exalted king­
ship and throughout his work we find the tendency to think of 
the king as the most important factor in the realm. He was 
writing his work at a time when the memories of the previous 
political disorders due to the disintegration of the republican 
states in the Panjab and the battle between Chadragupta and 
the Nandas, were still fresh in his mind and hence he put great 
insistence on the necessity of a strong royal power as the only 
g_uarantee against the resurgence of the state of anarc~y. The 
nse of the monastic ethical systems of J ainism and BuddhLc;m had 
not only produced anti-Vedic thoughts but sought to destroy 
social cohesion by exalting asceticism and renunciation of home 
life. Hence Kautilya had to support the established royal power 
as the factor which could prevent social disorganization. 
Kautilya advocated the traditional ideal of Varnashrama. 
He was an opponent of the exaltation of the ascetic and monastic 
life because the generalisation of the latter would lead to social 
disruption. If a person, wihout providipg for wife and childrep 

1• Monahan, Early History of Bengal, p. 31, holds that Kautilya wrote this 

book before the creation of the empire of Candragupta. 
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woultl take up the path of renunciati m, Kautilya prescribes 
punishment for him. A similar sancti m was to be imposed on 
any body who converts a women to as::cticism. A person ,..-ho 
had passed beyond the age of reprodu::tion could embrace the 
monastic life after consulting the judges. Kautilya forbids the 
entrance into theJanapadas of any asc:!tic other than a Vana­
prastha, any company other than the one of local birth and 
guilds of any kind other than local cooperative guilds 

( Cl H SI'P\4 I G: .-ll: 'SI<l~mcr: ~RfRill': ~: ID~ fi4 Cf·l G:"'ll: *I +i lll"' ct .-1:11 
"' "' 

'CIT "'lfll\ii'14G:+i4f'1fcgifff ) . In the realm of economics, trade 
"' ' 

with foreign countries had increased.1 The establishment of the 
r-ower of the lvJauryas led to a great exploitation of natural 
resources and agriculture and industry greatly developed. 

This background of the intellectual, political and economic 
devclopnl.ents would help us to understand the philosophy of 
Kautilya. "The book is called Arthasastra or the treatise on 
Artha-wealth. This Arthasastra is made as a compendium of 
almost all the Arthasastras, which, in view of acquisition and 
maintenance of the earth, have been composed by ancient 
teachers.2 The subsi~tence of mankind is termed artha, 
wealth, the earth which contains mankind is termed artha, 
wealth ; that science which treats of the means of acquiring 
and maintaining the earth is the Arthasastra (science ofpolity).3 

Thus, this Sastra-is comJ=Osed as a guide to acquire and secme 
this and the other world. In the light of this Sastra one cannot 
only set on foot righteous, economical and aesthetical acts and 
rr.aintain them, but also put down unrighteous, uneconomical 
and displeasing acts. This Sastra h2s been made by him who 
from intolerance (of misrule) quickly rescued the scriptures. 
and the science of weapons and the earth which had passed 

I. Radhakumud Mookerjec, Indiall Shipj;ing (Lcndcn, 1912 ), rP· ICOff., 
G. N. Banerjee, India as llt!Olt'll to tlze A11cicnt TVorld (Oxfcrd, 1£21) FP· 1-47 ; 
H. G. Rawlinson, I11dia a11d the J·Vcsttrn World, passim. 

2. Kautilya Arthasastra, English trar.slation by R. Shamasastry (l\1ysore, 
1932 ), p. r. Quotations in English fi"Om the Arthasastra, are from the tran­
slation by R. Shamasastry, unless indicated otherwise. · 

3· Ibid., p. 494· 
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to the Nanda king' .1 In emphasizing the notion of the acquisition 
and preservation of territory, Kautilya is stressing an idea which 
was relegated to a subordinate place in the Upanishadic and the 
Buddhistic teachings. According to the Upanishads the desire 
for wealth is one of the three desires, the other two being dt"sires 
for progcncy and fame, which have to be shunned by an a~pirant 
after realization of ultimate truth. In Buddhism all empirical 
and relativistic desires have to be negated because they arise 
in ignmancc and hence arc impediments in the path of one who 
wants to attain Nirvana. Of course, it is true that these tcacl;ings 
applied not to a layman but only to an aspirant aftcr final 
salvationistic knowledge, but it cannot be denied that, if not 
explicitly, at least very strongly in an implicit way both Buddhism 
and the Upanishads exalted the life of negation of wealth and 
political power. As a reaction against them the Carvaka School 
preached a gross sensationalistic materialism. But Kautilya's 
is the first systematic and balanced attempt to construct a 
philosophy exalting Artha or wealth and territory. 2 

Kautilya starts from the traditional fourfold classification 
of the basic goals or aspirations of an individual. First, Dharma, 
righteous performance of one's own duties. Second, Artha, 
economic activities in pursuance of wealth and power. Third, 
Kama, se:xual desires or desires as such. Fourth, Moksha, or 
final liberation.a Sometimes we have a twofold classification-

I. ~bid., P· 493. Prof. Jacobi fi1:ds in t_hc l:1~l srnt~~c<" "tht" J:ro~·d 
sel_f conscwus:1es~ of a great statesman, the lnthan B1~marck. V. A. ::)muh 
thmks that the N:1nda king who wa~ expropriated and ... xecutcd hy Cl~andra. 
gupta belon_~cd to a low caste and was a heretic hostile to the Drahmms and 
the Kshatnyas . 

. 2. '·I~ is a !loticeable fact th:tt matcri :!ism wa.s .fostered and studied. in 
Jnd1a especially_ In schools of political thought. Polt!lcal men, men,_ hav•.ng 
thus freed thcu comci~nce fro very moral tie, preached a busmt'sshkc 
..... achiavellism in politi~s Th mst' orted the C"Stablished order and the .,. . . h" h . . ey upp . b I. . I 
rehg!On upon w 1c 11. was founded, \1 ithout carmg to e re 1g10us t ltm-
selves. But ~ot only ~td materialism flourish, so to speak, among the ~over~­
ing class ofHmdu society, it also had it~ votaries among the popular c1rcle~ '. 
Th. Stcherbatsky,~uddhzst Logic, Vol I, PP· 15-16. 

3. Sri Au:obmdo, Th'! Huma11 Cvcle (Pondichery,_ 1!)49) says ; ''T!te 
· nt Indian 1deal recogmsed this tru.th and divided hfe mto four esst'ntJa) 

ancte d" · · ' · 1 · and indispensabl~ !VISIOns,. Artha, Kama, Dharma, !\fok.sa, Vl_ta mtcre~t~, 
· f; ction of des1res of all kmds, ethics and r< ligion, and hberatJ.on . or spm­

satlls.ta a 1d 1·t insisted on the practice and devc·lopmmt of all. S11ll 1t tended 
tua 1 y 1 r d h" h · · b t '1 to put the last 1orwar as the goal of all the rest w 1c 1t 1s, u to put 
not on v d . h b" . f b . tl tl it at th~ end of life an 1ts a 1tant m anotb~r world o our emg, ra tcr 1an 
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Sreya or good and Preya or pleasant.1 According to this 
scheme, Artha and Kama will be Prcya and Dharma and 
Moksha will be Sreya.2 Buddha distinguished two ways of life. 
One leads to worldly success and the other to final liberation. 
Kautilya accepts the fourfold (sometimes the threefold scheme 
is only spoken, the fourth category, :l'vfoksha, being included 
in Dharma) category. As a believer in traditional Hindu theology 
and metaphysics he does not repudiate the belief in heaven 
and hell and in prospects of release from worldly transmigrations. 
But his main task in the treatise, as he clearly says in the 
beginning, is to analyze the ways and means for the realization 
of the proximate goals of social existence. Kautilya admonishes 
the king to be self-restrained and to "Keep away from hurting 
the women and property of others." The king should avoid 
lustfulness, falsehood, haughtiness and evil predilections. Kautilya 
is an opponent of unrighteous and uneconomical transactions. 
But he is not a mere rigorist teaching the suppression of 
aesthetic and emotional longings. He preaches a philosophy 
of balance and harmonious integration. "The king may enjoy 
in an equal degree the three pursuits of life-charity, wealth 
and aesthetic desire, which are interdependent upon each other." , 
Any one of these three, if indulged in an extreme degree, becomes 
an injurious factor. But Kautilya is cautious to add that wealth 
is a very significant means for the realization of Dharma and the 
aesthetic emotional aspects of existence. And hence he accepts 
the maximisation of wealth and territory. He visualized an 
all-Indian monarchical power1 and since wealth is needed for 
power he is interested in wealth. He explicitly says that all 

here in life, as the supreme status .and formative power on the physical plane. 
Bu~ this rules out the. idea ?f the kmgdom o~ God on earth, the perfectibility of 
society and of man m <ocictv, the evolution of a new and diviner race, 
and without one or other of these no universal ideal can be complete. It 
provides a temporary and occasional, but not an inherent justification for life ; 
it holds out no illumining fulfilment either for its individual or for its collective 
implulse". 

1. Katha Upanishad, I, 2, I. 

2. The Vedic word! roughly signifying ~ are 7~, 'Ulf, ~~ ~R1 
't:'l;r, Cf~, tftq-, s>.ff etc. 

3· Arthasa~tra, ix, I. p. 396. 
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enterprises and actions require economic means for their realiza­
tion. Hence it is essential for the king to have a full treasury, 
otherwise he would try to devour the resources of the people. 
·According to Kautilya the best treasury is one which has been 
virtuously obtained either by inheritance or through the 

endeavours of the monarch ( ~: ~: ~ err) , rich in gold 
and silver, filled with abundance of big gems of various colours 
and gold coins and capable to withstand calamities of long 

duration. Not viol~ting righteousness and economy, the king shall 
enjoy his desires. He shall never be devoid of happiness. 
He may enjoy in an equal degree the three pursuits of life, 
charity, wealth, and desire, which arc interdependent upon 
each other. Any one of these three, when enjoyed to an excess 
hurts not only the other two, but also itself. Kautilya holds 
that wealth, and wealth alone is important inasmuch as charity 

. ' ' 
and desire depend upon wealth for their rcalization".1 This 
preponderant emphasis upon wealth2 is also shown in Kautilya's 
view that a full treasury and power of punishment arc needed 
~0 co?~rol one's own people and to suppress the enemy· But 
m sptte of the importance attached to wealth in its being the 
root of Dharma and Kama and in spite of the name of Kauti-

' ' lya s treatise, "the treatise on artha", we should not interpret 
him as an economic determinist. Economic determinism 
aivocates the causal role of the economic factor both in human 
motivation and in social and historical eventuation. According 
to Kautilya the economic factor is immensely significant in social 

1. Arthasastra, ii, 7 , p. 12• cr. Chanakya Niti Sastra, iv, 21 

~mf: ~ ~ ~if 'Cffi:IT 'Cffrr;:fr ~Rr I 

~ fcr.rr ~~ ~ f.rcrtf~ ~cr rrF'liT( 11 
2· Cf. Brihaspati Sutra, ed. F. W. Thomas, Lahore, 1921, vi, 7-12 ; 

att4 +J 1 ''Iller ' 
l(tl!P4<1~,<~ ~ ~ur 'ttlf~ f.:mR trurmm =cr ~::rq 1 

m;;r~~· rr ~~ trmm-ijcr , " 
~~~"' 
~~~. 
f.tcfrit+J a q:q I og I \JI'i!'if I .. 
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existence but still it is onlv one and never the sole causal category. 
From his general assumptions and method of investigations it 
appears that between the economic and the political factors he 
ascribes primacy to the political. He ne\"Cr says that Artha 
determines the forms and conditions of societal and political 
existence. l\1oreover, the power of punishment is not deri'9'ed 
form Artha. But it cannot be denied that Kautilya has 
broadened the notion of Artha. He defines Artha as the Vriti of 
mankind. 1 Vriti has been translated as means. It is also transl­
ated by instinct. I think that activity will be a better translation 
and will be more in consonance with the dynamic notion which 
Kautilya had in mind. 

Kautilya has a chapter entitled "Doubts About Wealth and 
Harm ; and Success to be Obtained by the Employment of 
Alternative Strategic l\·Ieans". 2 He says that the wealth, which 
when obtained, increases the prosperity of the enemy, or which, 
after acquisition, is repayable to the enemy, or which causes 
loss of people an:d money, is dangerous wealth. Anartha or 
provocative wealth is that which causes fear from one's own 
people or from the enemy. There arc six varieties of Anartha 
(literally : non-wealth) or harmful and provocative wealth.a 
First, wealth productive of wealth which is the destruction of 
an enemy in the front resulting in the destruction of an enemy 
in the rear. Second, wealth productive of nothing, which is the 
wealth acquired by helping a neutral king with the army. Third, 
wealth productive of harm. Fourth, harm productive of wealth, 
which is helping the neighbouring king of an enemy with men 
and money .. Fifth, harm productive of nothing, which is with­
drawal after, encouraging or setting a king of inadequate re­
sources against anothrr. Last, harm productive of h~rm, 
which is inacti~ity aftt:J causing excitement of and provocation 

1. Arthasastra XV, I: lAt1froiT a-ftn:~: 1 fji'J64qal ~fi{~: t 
~ ~c!. ~ a 

~r: 'lfv:r«rr ~ .... 4""1\'5""'.,.-Yfl~q"'Jll'"': ~~~~SJ"lllim~fltfa- 1 

2. Arthasastra, ix, 7, ( a:r~~ij~lliJI'tdl: dHt1141llfCICfl~:"4\ill: 
f~:q) I 

3· Ibid. 
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to a superior monarch.l Here also we find that Kautilya 
insists not on the fulfilment of one limited and partial aim but 
on success in all fields. "As Dharma is the basis of wealth and 
as Kama is the fruit of wealth, success in obtaining that kind of 
wealth which is conducive to the promotion of Dharma, Artha 
and Kama is comprehensive success".2 This notion of integral 
and comprehensive success is a further argument against inter­
preting Kautilya as an economic determinist or his•.orical materi­
alist or as a mere advocate of the aggrandisement of royal power. 

Our analysis of the concept of Artha thus far enables us 
to distinguish its two meanings. In the narrower sense it is the 
equivalent of wealth. According to Kautilya Artha (wealth), 
Dharma and enjoyment form the aggregate of the three kinds 
of wealth. Of these, it is better to choose the category mentioned 
earlier rather than the category mentioned later. In the broader 
s:nse it is the equivalent of all the means necessary for the acquisi­
tion and preservation of an all-Indian imperial system. This 
bro~der notion nables us to grasp the unity behind the diverse 
t~plcs treated in the Arthasastra.3 A brief sketch of the topics 
discuss~d in the book will facilitate the visualization of the 
co~preheiM;iveness of the concept of Artha in Hindu political 
philosophy. 

We shall systematize the contents of the Arthasastra 
und~r three broad topics : First, the theory of kingship or the 
"actives and functions of the sage-king"-rajarsivrittam." 
The .first, sixth and eighth books are devoted to the elucidation 
of this subject. Kautilya discusses in the first book the concepts 

• ~ Arthasastra, ix, 7 :- OFr1litS'Cf+f: ~ ~;:Nm;f: I ~ ~: 
~J:Cf: ~<H.-Sifd<t>~~ I According to Kautilya Anartha is that which generates 
fear either autonomously or due to some external agency. 

2. Arthasastra, ix, 7, My English translation. 
3· Cf. M. Wintemitz Some Problems of India11 Literature (Calcutta, 1925 ). 

PP: ~2-83 : "The very te~ Arthasastra shows that it has nothin~ to do wltii 
rehg1ous ~atters. It denotes all doctrines and books concerned w1th practical 
Jife, techmcs, economics, administration and politics. The most important 
hranch of the Arthasastra is political which as a separate science is also caiiPd 
Nitisastra. But si_nce a knowledge of technical and ~~onomical matters is aim 
required for the kmg and therefore forms part of pohtics the terms Arthasastra 
and Nitisastra are often used as synonimous." 

4 • Arthasastra, i, 7, p. 13. 
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of discipline and punishment; the goal ofknowledge, appointment 
of ministers, councillors, priests, and spies and envoys ; 
protection and education of the princes ; conduct of a prince 
kept under confinement ; treatment of a prince kept under 
restraint ; duties of a king (Rajapranidhi) ;1 the duties of the 
king towards the female quarters and lastly the personal safety 
of the king. The sixth book elucidates "the source of the circle 
of kingdom." It deals with the seven constituent factors 
of a commonwealth which are the king, the minister, the country, :a 

the fort, the treasury, the army, and the friend. It constructs 
the categories which make the ideal, in each of the factor!: 
listed. The eighth book examines the vices and calamities 
of each of the sevenfold factors. It analyses the troubles of 
the king and his kingdom, the aggregate of the troubles of men ; 
the group of molestations, the group of obstructions ; the group 
of troubles of the treasury ; the group of troubles of the army 
and lastly, the group of troubles of a friend. It makes an analysis 
of the relative gravity of the troubles ofthe sevenfold factors 
and the monarchical orientation of the book is revealed in its 
view of the king's troubles being the most serious. 

Second, the Arthasastra deals with the theory of adminis· 
tration and law. Books two to five are devoted to this topic. 

1. Arthasastra, i, Ig. 

2. It has been one of the principal themes in books on political philosophy 
to categorize the characteristics of an ideal kingdom or state. Kautilya also 
gives some significant view-point about the characteristics of the country 
( ~qo ) :-"Possessed of capital cities both in the centre and the 

e~tremities ;.. the kingdom ( tt41'1Cf11) productive of subsistence not only to its 

own people, but also to outsiders on occasions of calamities,repulsive to enemies, 
powerful enough to put down neighbouring kings, free from miry, rocky 
uneven and desert tracts as well as from conspirators, tigers, wild beasts and 
large tracts of wilderness, having an aesthetic appearance ( ~:), containing 
fertile lands, mines, timber and elephant forests and pastures grounds, containing 
hidden passages, full of cattles, not depending upon rain for water, possessed 
of land and waterways, rich in various kinds of commercial articles, capable 
of bearing the burden of a vast army and heavy taxation, inhabited by agricul­
turists of good and active character, full of intelligent masters and servants, and 
with a population noted for its loyalty and good character ( WRI~f..q ~) ." 
This sketch of the characteristics of the country is significant to the extent that 
it stresses the immense importance of economic factors in politics. It is 
t·emarkable for its stress on self-sufficiency ( atRl{~ and ~')q) • 
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In the second book we find an analysis of the activities of govc1 11~ 
~ent superintendents. Traditionally these arc known as Ratni ns 
In the Vedic literature and Tirthas in the later works.1 Kautilya 
calls them· Adhyakshas. In this book we find discussec.l the 
P:oblems of formation of villages and country settlements ; 
division of lar.d, fcrts, revenue, treasury, mining and manufac­
ture i gold, commerce, forest, communication, weight and mea­
sure, tolls, agriculture division of the army, viz, cavalry, infantry 
chariots d I ' · · · an c ephants ; c~pionagc and urban admmistratwn. 
The fifth book also deals with the problems of administration. 
Rep] · h 

ems mcnt of the treasury, subsistence to government servants 
and conselidation of the kingdom aJC analyzed. Books three 
'nd four deal with law. In the third book we find a discussion 
of civil law · · h · d b d · 
1 ' agreements, marnagc, m entancc, c ts, cposits, 
~aves and labourers, ownership, defamation, assault, etc. The 
ourth book discusses criminal law, which is called in Sanskrit 

"rectificat' f . . 
. Ion o thorns." It analyzes the problems of protectiOn 

of artisans a d h d' . . . . I ki n mere ants, reme Ies agamst calamities 111 t 1c 

ngdom, seizure of criminals trial and torture to elicit conf~ssion, 
protection f 11 . ' · r· 
of . 0 a kmds of government departments, fines 111 Icu 

mutilation of limbs death with or without torture and 
atonement fi . . ' 

or VIolating canons of law and custom. 
Third, we find discussed in the Arthasastra the problems of 

war and d' 1 V dh' 1 Ip omacy. Against the views of atavya t w 10 
held that h · d . t ere are only two forms of pohcy-war an peace, 
Ka.utllya, in the seventh books 2 held that there are six forms of 
~cy ' k' . -peace, war, indifference or neutrality, rna mg prepara~ 
tions fi · · 

or marching, alliancca or seeking the protection of 
another · d . d · a · ' an making peace with one an wagmg w r With 
another. 4 The ninth book is devoted to an analysis of the Work 

of an invader. It deals with such topics as knowledge of the 

r. S. B., v 3 I • T B . T S . 8 9 '., ' . . ,J, ,, 3 ; . ., J, , • 

2. Arthasastra vii, I' Gl~ll~~l!~~: ~1ll\l!fli1CJf:ijA~'<Fg::q I 
3· For a discussion of the Hindu parallel of the \!\'estern theory of balanC'e 

of power, see Kalidas Nag, Les Theories Diplomatiques de {' lnde anciemze et l' 
Artlza.rastra (Paris, I S23 ). 

4· Arthasastra, vii, I, p. 3.' 7· 
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po\ver, place, time, strength and weakness of the enemy ; the 
time of the invasion, recruitment, remedies against internal 
and external troubles, persons associated with warfare and 
enemies and success to be obtained by the employment of 
alternative strategic means. The tenth book relates to war and 
analyzes subjects like encampment, protection of the army in 
time of sickness and attack, forms of the treacherous fights and 
the work of infantry, cavalry, chariots and elephants, etc. The 
eleventh book is devoted to the republican states and analyzes 
the ways and means of fomenting dissensions among them. 
Kautilya's policy with regard to the republican states is stated 
thus : "The acquisition of help of republics is better than the 
acquisition of an army, or friend, or profits. By means of 
conciliation and gifts, the conqueror should secure and enjoy 
the services of such republics as are invincible to the enemy 
and are favourably disposed towards himself. But those who 
arc opposed to him, he should put down by sowing the seeds 
of dissension among them and by secretly punishing them."1 

He refers to two types of republics, some of them specializing in 
commerce and arms and the others designated by the title of a 
Raja (king or consul).2 The twelfth book analyzes the problems 
arising out of dealings with a powerful enemy. It examines such 
topics as the duties of a messenger, battle of intrigues, spies 
with weapons, fire and poison ; capture of the enemy by means 
of secret contrivances or by means of superior military strength, 
and total conquest. In the thirteenth book we get a discussion 
of the means to capture a fort. It discusses such subjects as 
sowing seeds of dissension, enticement of kings by secret contri­
vances, the work of spies in a siege, the operation of a siege, 
and restoration of peace in a conquered country. They four­
teenth book lists the secret and esoteric means to handle an 
enemy, wonderful and delusive contrivances, remedies against 
the injuries of one's own army. 

The comprehensiveness and richness of content of the con­
cept of Artha is demonstrated by this brief sketch of the topics 

I. Arthasastra,' xi ; my English translation. 
2, Arthasastra, xi ; my English translation'. · · 
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and subjects discussed by Kautilya.1 In a way, Artha is equiva­
lent to both domestic and international politics. It also com­
preheneds criminal and civil law and discussion of warfare. 
Thus it is clear that the term Arthasastra basically and funda­
mentally treats of political problems. Economic problems 
occupy a very subordinate place in the scheme of the investi­
gations and discussions of the Arthasastra and Beni Prasad 
is not accurate in his statement that "the term Arthasastra which 
was applied to politics is quite as applicable to economics"· 
We mentioned earlier the sevenfold factors of a commonwealth 
referred to in the book. In a sense, we could indentify the con· 

cept of Artha with the notion of the sevenfold factors ( Wlifcro'1G:) · 
Before we analyze further the concept of Artha and the nature 
of the Arthasastra we would like to say a few words about these 
sevenfold factors. This examination gains theoretical interest 
from the point that usually these factors are considered to be 
the elements of sovereigny. 

, r 4· NO THEORT OF SOVEREIGNTT IN ANCIENT 
HINDU THOUGHT 

. The analysis of the problem of the concept of sovereignty is 
Immensely important for the visualization of the nature' of. 
theoretical abstraction in political science in ancient India. The 
Sanskrit words that are usually translated by sovereignty are 
several. According to Sinha, the Indian equivalent of soveregnity 
was Ksatra or Ksatrasri in the Vedic literature and Swami tva 
in the Arthasastra, the law codes and the inscriptions. 2 

Ghoshal thinks that etymologically the word Rajyam means 

t" 1 j- Cf. ~·C. Majumdar, Ancient India, p.I49i "In one respect the conccp-
~on ° state tn ancit"nt India strikingly differs from our own. Its scope of activi­

t~P.S was all-em_bracing and no distinction was made between personal and civic 
nghts and du~tes or between moral priciples and positive law. Everything that 
had any beanng upon 1he moral and spiritual nature or material conditions of 
mal? came within the sec pe of state activites. This is best illustrated by an exami­
natiOn of the contents tf the Arthasastra. It includes within the functions of the 
state not merely the sec uri ties of life and property, ac'ministration of justice 
and economic control, ir eluding nationalisation of trac'e and industry but also 
maintenance of proper 1 elations between mem hers of a family, the strict obser­
vance of rules prescribc d by religion or social custom~ and etiquette." 

2. Sinha, op. ,·it., pp. xviii-xix. 
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royalty or sovereignty and derivatively it means a kingdom.1 

Sarkar2 and Shamasastry translate Aisvarya with sovereignty, 
while Jayaswal translates it as rulership or authority.3 

We have discussed the concept of Ksatra and found that 
primarily it signifies military or physical power. The word 
Rajyam mainly connotes the abstracted element of a king and­
there is nothing to warrant its translation ' by . sovereignty. 
Aisvarya primarily means prosperity and wealth and secondarily 
can also mean power. Most writers on Hindu political philo­
sophy translated Prakritisampadah as "elements of sovereignty" 
but a critical analysis of the factors consituting Prakriti does not 
warrant this translation. 

The concept of sovereignty as . developed in the west by 
Bodin, Hobbes and Rousseau as well as by the Austinians is a 
highly abstract juristic notion and it has reference to the earlier 
concepts of pleuit!ldo potestatis,' a!lctoritas, etc. The concept 
of sovereignty arose on the w~st5 because there was a search 
after the notion of an ultimate and absolute political superior. 
This search in its turn was generated by the competing claims 
of the popes and the emperors and of the feudal aristocracy 

1. Ghoshal, A Histo~y of Hindu Political Thwries (Oxford, 1~::!3 ), p. 84n. 
2. D~noy Sarkar, b~titulions and Theories. p. 2~4: "The conception of 

external AtSvarya (sovereignty) was well established m the Hindu philosophy 
of the state: The Hindu t.hink~rs not only ~nalyzed. sovereignty with regard 
~o the constituent cleme~ts. m a smglc state. 1 h<;Y reahzed also that sovereignty 
IS not complete unless 1t 1s external as well as mternal, that is unless the state 
can exercise its inter~al aut.hority unobstructed by, and independently of, 
other states." I regard 1t as futile to read the modem western distinction between 
internal and external sovereignty in ancient Hindu thought. Aisvarya is not 
even a basic concept of ancient Hindu political thought. 

3· Arthasastra, v, 5, p, 3os;Jayaswal, op. cit., I, 42-1g4. 

4· Augu~ti_nius Triumphus refers to the plcnitudo potestatis. Marsiglio of 
Padua and W1lham of Ockam developed the theory of plmitudo potestatis. Cf. 
Otto Gierke, Political Theories of the Middle Ages, p. 35· 

5· J. W. Garner, Polit~cal Science and Gol'ernment (Calcutta 1951) says: 
"The modern terms 'sov~re1.gn' and 'sovereignty' (souvcrain, sow:erainete) were 
first used by the Fr~nch JUrists !lotably by D~aumanoir and Loyseau in the 
fifteenth century {Vwllet, EstabliShments de Samt Louis vol. ii p. 3iO · Carre 
de ~alberg, T_heorie ge~zcral del' etat, vol. i, Pf· 73-i4), and 'later fo~d their 
way mto EngliSh, ltahan, and German !ega and political literature. Bodin 
in the sixteen~h century was the first write~ t? discuss at length in his Six Books 
on. tpe Repuh,lzc the nature and charactenstJcs of sovereignty. In the later 
edition of h1s work he employed the term summa poles/as and in the French 
edition the term souverainete." 
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for supreme power. The formulation of this concept was necessita­
ted and greatly furthered by the growth of the bourgeoisie, 
positive law and the legal idea of contract. Contrasted with 
this situation there were no conflicts in ancient India between 
rival ideological protagonists for supreme political power. 
It was assumed by the theoreticians that the king has total poli­
tical powers. Hence this problem of ultimate political power 
did not arise, The ascription of total political powers to the 
king {~) is different from the absolute, all-comprehensive 
imperialistic chracter of the sovereign omnipotent modern 
state. The modem western theory of sovereignty grew up as a 
consequence of the decline of the dominance of the theological 
world-view and natural law. The disintegration of the trascen­
dent and cosmic character of a divine law and natural law 
paved the way for the emergence ofthe theory that the political 
sovereign is the supreme maker of laws. In the ancient and 
medieval periods in Europe the fundamental divine law was above 
the political superior. But because of the emergence of a 
mechanistic and secularistic cosmology that ideal went into the 
background and the way was prepared for the rise of the modern 
sovereign state which directly or tacitly came to be regarded as 
the source of all laws. The growth of mechanized communi­
cation and transportation helped in the concentration of the 
administrative, military and financial powe;rs of the state and 
thereby provided a physical foundation for the theory of abso­
lute monistic soverignty, But in ancient India, or as a matter 
of fact in the whole of the ancient world, there was the pre­
valence of the supremacy of the laws of God, of primeval norms 
and ordinances and of the teachings of the religious prophets and 
seers. The part of life and activities governed by the express 
laws of the political superiors were small and limited. The 
means of communication were undeveloped and hence regular 
governance characterised by meddlesome intervention was not 
possible. Furthermore in the west the bourgeoisie and the capital­
ists sponsored the theory of royal sovereignty in order to have 
a support against the aristocrats at home. In India on the other 
hand the prevalent view of the non-concentration of power 
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shown by specialization of the Kshatriyas in military activities 
and Vaisyas in economic activities did not generate the problem 
of the quest of a supreme and ultimate political power to which 
a particular caste could get associated for strengthening its own 
privileges. Because the problem did not arise, the answer was 
not formulated on a theoretical plane. 

What we arc saying can be substantiated if we analyze the 
"factors of the kingdom." These seven factors are referred to 
with very minor variations in the Arthasastra, the Sukraniti, 
the Kamandakanitisara and the Vishnupurana. According to 
Kautilya these seven clements or factors are the king, the minister, 
the country, the fort, the treasury, the army, and the ally. He 
devotes one chapter to analyze the best qualities of each of these 
elements. There is no word here which could connote the lega­
listic notion of sovereignty. According to the Sukraniti the 

kingdom is an organism of seven limbs ( 'Et'kfill1::olla- ~) 
--the king, the minister, the friend, the treasury, population(~), 
the fort and the army. We get a rudimentary formulation of the 
organic theory here when Sukra regards the king as the head, 
the minister as the eye, the friend as the ear, the treasury as the 
mouth, the army as the mind and the fort as the arms of the king­
dom. Here also it is clear that Sukra does not formulate any 
legal notion of determinate sovereign power. He calls the 

Rashtra to be the legs of the kingdom ( tf~l41~1vi(IGC}1 ) 
and this indicates an elementary state of theoretical formulation. 
Besides, we certainly cannot translate the word Prakriti with 
sovereignty. Philosophically, in the Samkhya works, the word 
Prakriti signifies the notion of object or nature including both 
the cosmic universe and the human mind, It is distinguished 
from the pure silent selves. In the Amarakosha Prakriti means 
only the elements or organs of a kingdom,l That Kautilya 
definitely did not mean sovereignty by Prakriti is 
apparent in one of his pregnant sentences ; ''The king and the 
kingdom are the Prakriti or the important elements of the 

J, Quoted in Ghoshal, op. cit., p. 84 n. 
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Prakriti."l Hence we find it difficult to equate Prakritisampadah 
_with "elements of sovereignty." 

But we are only repudiating the presence of the concept 
of sovereignty. We do accept that thete were sovereign states 
in ancient India. But acceptance of the historic(ll existence 
of an object is not equivalent to acceptance of the conceptual 

·formulation of it. We do consider that the historical and ins­
titutiol)al problem of locating the seat of sovereign power in 
ancient India is a legitimate field of investigation. Once, one 
had defined tqe concept of sovereignty one can undertake such 
investigations. But here also we have to be careful in understand-

. ing that sovereignty as an actuality in the context of the ancient 
and medieval world would apply to political power only. By 
sovereignty in those days we should not mean the absolute 
universal all-comprehensive power which was regarded as the 
characteristic of sovereignty by the positivistic and analytical 
school of jurispruden~e. However there were sovereign states in 
ancient India in the sense that the holders of the political office 
o~ kingship could make their will prevail by resort to force. 
We have been only denying the conceptual equivalent in Sanskrit 
of the notion of sovereignty and not the historical existence of 
actual sovereign states. 

The examination of the theory of sovereignty was only in­
cidental at this point. We are examining the concept of Artha 
and we hazarded the hypothesis that the sevenfold constituents 
of Prakriti are a good formulation of the content of Artha. 
It is true that Kautilya does not state this identity. But ifwe 
take into consideration the broader notion of Artha and critically 
scrutinize the contents of the Arthasastra we find that most of 
the problems dealt with in the latter are only problems concern-

1. Arthasastra, viii, 2. Kautilya enunciates the pclicy \\hith the king 
should follow with regard to the Prakritis : 

~qro:JCl(~q«{f: Sfilictl(i~ijqi•"ftt': I . .. 
fCJCr41~"CCI'1 (Cfd 1~""1 ~Ji·~A"ll~lfCJA' II 

G ~ ·~ ' 

otr~ijcti«CI~qa~nsftf lfCfd': 'Sfiiffi~~r 1 
"' 

;n:rn: t[f~r ~ ~ il ~ II -·Arlhasaslra vi, r. 
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ing some one of the sevenfold factors. Even a mere glance at 
the contents of the Arthasastra is enough to convince us that 
Kautilya has used the terms Artha and Arthasastra in a very 
comprehensive sense. 

5· THE NATURE OF THE ARTHASASTRA 

The exalted conception that Kautilya has of the Artha­
saslra is apparent in his designating it by the name of Veda. 
Usually according to the orthodox tradition the name Veda 
is used only for the four Samhitas, the Rigveda, the Samaveda, 
the Yajurvcda and the Atharvaveda. The Brahmanas, the 
A ranyakas and the Upanishads attached to these Samhitas 
arc also called by the name Veda. Oftentimes when only the 
Samhitas arc to be designated, the name Trayi is used, which 
signifies the Rig, the Sarna and the Yaj u Samhitas. The Atharva 
is considered non-orthodox.1 Kautilya designates both the 
Atharvaveda and ltihasaveda by the name of Veda. Under 
the Itihasaveda he includes the Puranas, historical books, tales, 
illustrative stories, Dhannasastra and the Arthasastra. This 
designation by Veda of the Arthasastra as well as of the historical 
books and stories is significant. It shows the secularistic temper 
of Kautilya. 2 It is too much for an orthodox Brahmin to call 
historical and administrative manuals by the name of V cda, 
which is considered revealed and hence sacred. 

The nature of the Arthasastra has been also debated, 
whether it is a theoretical book, or a manual for princes or merely 
a: reference book for administrative details. The last statement 
is evidently incorrect because Kautilya is not concerned with a 
description of the concrete situation in any polity. The non­
recognition of this simple fact has led to an enormous confusion 

I. In the Upanishads we find references only to the Trayi. cr. the 
views of Pargiter with regard to the Atharvaveda : "It is a heterogeneous 
colkction of the most popular spells current among the masses and its most 
salient teaching is sorcery ... these songs began with and embocly the ancient 
beliefs and practices of the peoJ?le~ whom the Ail as subjugated, so that naturally 
the spirit wl1ich breathes therem ts th::tt.of a prehistoric age, of the times prior 
to the; higher development of Brahi?amsm among the Ailas." At other places 
Kauttlya also uses the word Trayt. 

ft • ..;:w." • . 
2. Cf. "H1€£HI'j, (1°11'ftTI <lllct~m~~ 1-Arthas stra, V. 6. 
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and useless work in the field of Indian political science.1 Even 
a cursory glance at the contents of the book is enough to convince 
the reader that he is not reading a historical book on the l\1aur­
yan administration. To write a hi~tory of Hindu administration 
as actually in operation, on the basis of the Arthasastra is as 
ludicrous an attempt as to write the history of Italian public 
administration on the basis of Machiavelli's The Prince or of 
Greek public administration on the basis of Aristotle's Politics. 
This fact would also indicate the inadequacy of such attempts 
as MegaJthenes und Kautil;·a2 and others at constructing a concrete 
picture of Mauryan administration by the comparison of the 
Arthasastra and the Asokan inscriptions. It is true that the 
Arthasastra is intensely interested in the prescription of instruc­
tions about administration, criminal law and warfare but it is 
treating of these things in an abstract manner. It is also true 
that Kautilya drew upon the details of the 1 hen Mauryan adminis­
trative system but he generalized from them'3 Therefore it is 
essential to grasp the theoretical character of the book. One 
should not be bewildered at the mass of details about warfare, 
espionage and administration given in the book. The immense 
number of details does not make the book non-theoretical. 
Both the philosophical assumptions of the author and the nor­
mative and didactic tone in which he speaks make it perfectly 

E 1 · F. W. Thoma~ "Political and Soria! Organisation of the 1\.Jaurya 
mpire," C. H. I. 474-494, makes this mistake. 

p z· _2· O_tto Stein, Megasthenes und Kautilya (Wien, 1921) ; H. C. ~aychaudhri 
0 !Ileal HIStory of Ancimt India, Calcutta, 1938, pp. 226ff. commits a similar 

f;ballacy, when he asserts that although a late work (it cxistcd according to him 
cfo~c the sc~ond century A. D.) it may be used to confirm and supplement 

thfe Information gathered from other sources, like the Junagadh Inscription 
o Rudradaman. 

3 · Almost all the writers who have written on the Mauryan administration 
o~ the basis of the Arthasastra have made one great mistake . They have 
mista.kel! the pragmatic maxims and precepts of the Arthasastra to be the actual 
descriptions of concrete institutional polities. This is a fallacy of the same type 
a;> the writing of the history of Greek public administration on the basis of the 
sixth book of Aristotle's Politics. If the statement ofKautilya in the first and the 
second and the third and fourth books arc historically oriented and have 
reference to the concrete political and institutional structure, then gencralising 
from this same argument WI' will also have to concede that the details about 
~:and ai\qfrjqf~Cflf'J. are also actual descriptions of what had taken 
place· or was taking place in the contemporary period, 
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four clear that it is a waste of effort and an engagement in an ill­
egitimate enterprise to write a history ofl\!Iauryan administration 
on the basis of this book. The name of the book is Sastram, 
which means a philosophical and theoretical exposition and not 
a historical presentation.1 It is true that the book is concerned 
with administration but never docs it propose to give a faithful 
picture of a concrete polity. In short, it is a theoretical work 
dealing with kingship, administration, war and diplomacy. 

6. KAUTJLYA'S CONCEPT OF DAJI/DA 

Besides the concept of Artha, another basic concept in 
Hindu political philosophy is Danda. In the Arthasastra 
of Kautilya we find a systematic examination of this concept. 
In several other books dealing with political thought we find 
this notion of Danda analyzed. The word Danda is very com­
prehensive in connotation. Primarily it means a staff or rod. 
The Brahmachari and the Sannyasi are expected to have a 
Danda. The king had his Danda which symbolizes kingly 
power and the authority of the king to punish offenders. In 
the Satapatha Brahmana the king is called Adandya, meaning 
thereby that he was beyond the reach of the ordinary mecha­
nisms of legal penalization. 2 In the Arthasastra of Kautilya 
we find Danda used in the sense of a staff. 3 The word Danda 
also means punishment. In the Grihyasutra of Paraskara we 
find the Danda referred to as the emblem of kingly power, 
implying punishment. This notion of Danda is found in the 
Arthasastra when Kautilya speaks of physical punishment or 

I. ~.<.CI<:l~Uifcrnlf a~q~f<i~oqd'J, I 

ci"~;; wcf ~TH:;i fct4,Cfd<Ai44fct'Rt<'J. II -Arthasastra, i, 1. 

~Nc<n' m.r q-rn;f "f ~ICirc~l!j'~w.;yfUJ' ~~: 1 

SH~Ifctdlfii ~fal'f.:r ~~~f~~'i~~llf::f <Jid+{ II 

~'if ~ :q ~~ :q O'Jr~(l\ii•JaT :q +r: I ., 
-Arthasastra, i. I. 

OJliliuf'tt:Tm«rr~ ~;; mf~ ~if II 
e ~ ' -Arthasastra, xv, I. 

2. S. B. v, 4· 4, 7· 
3· Stcn Konow, Kautahya Studies (Oslo, 1945 ), p. 45. 
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fires. In a generalized sense we can say that Danda as punish­
ment means coercion. We find that Danda is one of the four 
methods, the other three being peace, Dama (restraints) and 
dissension, to conduct political affairs. The Bhagavadgita 
also refers to Danda in this sense of coercion.1 A third meaning 
of Danda is army and Kautilya uses the word also in this sense. 

According to Kautilya the best army(GUSWlq )is one coming down 
directly from father and grandfather (of the monarch), constantly 
faithful, not averse'to making a long sojourn, always invincible, 
endowed with the capacity of endurance, dexterous in fighting 
various kinds of battles, efficient in the use of handling several 
types of weapons, ready to cooperate in the happiness and adversity 

of the king and consequently not falling foul with him ( ~~­
(q(~a"'4:), and mainly constituted of the soldiers of the Kshatriya 
caste. But by far, the most important and fundamental 
meaning of Danda as a concept is coercion or puninishmcnt. 
Kautilya also refers to Danda in this sense of coercion. Kautilya 
and the Mahabharata and other works speak ofDandaniti or the 
art of punishment. Perhaps this term Dandaniti has a connotation 
similar to our modern notion of politics as the science of power or 
coercion2 Kautilya specifies some distinct notions of Danda. 

I. G:TJit l!:+tlic:tt+if~+t-B. G. x. 38. 

cf. G:liT ~ mr 'SilCRffilffi~Rr G:oit +r~rqfu: 
c:t'Br rft~;:rrfu: iflAlnflfu~ II (Kamandaka Niti,xii, 15) 

I d' 2 • Contr~ting the Faustian-western culture from the Gral'co-Roman, 
n Jan ~nd Chmese cultures, Oswald Spengler, The Dec/in1 of the ~Vest, 1. 341' 

emphasised the notion and cult of power as the distinctive hall-mark oft he 
western cuillture. ''In the ethics of the West, everything is direction, daim. to 
p~wer, w I to affect the distant. Here Luther is completely at one w1th 
~letbc~e, ?opes with D~nvinians, Socialist with Jesuits ; for on~ . and al~, 
t e egt_nmng of morale 1s a claim to general and permanent vahcltty. It ts 
a ne.cesstty of the Faustian soul that this should be so............. But it was not 
so etther m the Classical, or in India or in China. Buddha, for instancc:-, gives 
a pattern to t~ke or to leave, and Epicurus offers c~unsel. Bo!~l undeniably 
~re ~orms o~ htgh morale, and neither contains-the wtll-clrment. I feel that 
msplte ofbemg a protagonist of morphologies ofworl?-history Spengler perhaps 
genera!tzes from the prostrate condition of India m the Igth and .car~~ 2oth 
centunes; Unless the Vedantic metaphysics, Mayavada, and Buddlust N1rvana 
are stud1ed and considered along with the Arthasastra and the Mahabharata 
concep~ of Danda as well as with Hindu political achieve-ments, we get a one­
sided ptcture of India. But on the other hand I do maintain that the colossal 
outbrust of creative politica'I energy that characterizes Western history sin~e 
Charlemagne is unparalleled. I have discussed these problems in my ''Ind1a 
and the Philosophy of History", Spark, Patna, February, 1951. 
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Danda is rooted in discipline. Danda is necessary .for the. 
security and well-being of living beings. Kautilya does. not~ 

only speak of human beings but of living beings. Discipline in 
which Danda has its foundations is either artificial or naturaJ.l 

The prince is to learn discipline by daily contacts with others 
who arc proficient in knowledge. This shows that discipline is 
an intellectual category according to Kautilya. llut it is also 
a moral catt'gory because according to him restr;\int of the 
organs is essential for the acquisition of knowledge and discipline. 
This notion of Danda being rooted in discipline would dispel 
any idea ofKautilya being only a ruthless advocate ofaggrandise­
ment and power. The emphasis on knowledge and restraint of 
the senses shows that he was conscious of the intellectual and 
moral foundations of kingly power. 

Kautilya repudiates the view of the previous writers that 
Danda is the most efficient technique of control. He says that 
whosoever imposes severe punishment exasperates people while 
he who awards only mild punishment is defeated. Hence 
Danda or punishment should be dispensed after d1te considera­
tion and in proportion to the gravity of the offcnse. 2 Punish­
ment, when wrongly inflicted, leads to the generation of evil! 
feelings not only among the householders but also among the· 
ascetics. When not wielded at all, it leads to anarchy. ~encc· 

only that punishment which is dispensed after balanced reason­
ing leads to the growth of Artha, enjoyment and Dharma, ol 
the subjects.3 This indicates that according to Kautilya 
punishment should be "as deserved". He favours neither rigor 
nor leniency or moderation. Hence Kautilya prescribed that 
when the king inflicts unjustifiable punishment upon an innocent 
man, he shall dedicate to god Varuna, in water, a fine equal 
to thirty times the unjust imposition. Afterwards the amount 
will be distributed among Brahmins. Thereby the king will be 

I. ~: ~r+rTfcf~"f fcrrr:i: I ~ f~ ~czi fcrrr<rf.'l "'I~Oll'i I . ... 
Also fc:l'~llf<l'14@;f<:~~\ifl1: fcrrr:T~ffi" ~: I 

2. Cf. Arthasastra, V, I, ~~ tn:~ crT ~T G1Ji Sl~l"'iii;( I 

3· Artha~astra, i, 4· 
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purified from the sin of unjust inflictions of punishment ( <f.:r_ 
~~tftti um ?.;Us!q'i\H.~) because king Varuna is the n~lc: ol 

d I. · 1 cnmunl 
sinners among men. In the chapters ea mg Wit 1 · • 

taw Kautilya holds that in imposing the first, middlcmost or 

highest amercements the judicial commissioner (~C?:T ;:::-crs<PTM) 
shall take into consideration the social positiOn of the 
persons (this will be in opposition to the spirit of cmnmut:ltivr 
justice), the nature of the offence, the cause, the gravity or light­
ness (that lead to the perpetration of the offence), the antecedent 
.and subsequent circumstances, the time and the place and shall 
not fail to notice equitable distinctions among offenders whether 
belonging to the royal family or to the subject population. 

This analysis of the concept of Danda shows that when 
Kautilya talks of Danda as staff or as army he has a substansivc 
conception in mind. He thinks of Danda as an object or subs­
tance. This physical notion of Danda is apparent in the usc ~r 
phrases like wielder of Danda. But he also uses the concept 111 

a broader sense. According to him the art ofDanda is concerned 
with the totality of means for the acquisition, preservation, 
growth and distribution of things. In such a context he thinks 
of. Dandaniti as concerned not only with penal sanctions but 
With the totality of social and political relationships, involving, 
;among other things, the king, his ministers and the army. We 
:.rna: point out here that Manu has a very anthropomorphic 
notiOn ofDanda1• He thinks that Danda is the son of God. fie 
identifies Danda with the king. He ascribes anthropomorphic 
characteristics to Danda and talks of its colour and vigour and 
asserts that it is the sure guarantee of the maintenance of peace 
and order. 

This notion of Danda, which simultaneously designates a 
staff, an army, physical punishment and legal sanction and 
which is such a vital clement for the preservation of peace and 
order, shows that according to the Hindu thinkers force was 
a very important element in politics. It is true that the spiritual 

1. Manusmriti, vii, 14-17· This book ha~ been translated by G. Buhle{J 
(Oxford, r886 ), vol. XXV of The Sacred Book$ of the East. Henceforth a 
ref~ce to pages will refer to this tramlation. 
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goal and mundane peace for which this Danda is needed are also 
emphasized, but the very fact that a concept which primarily 
signifies force is raised to such a pinnacle shows that the Hindu 

theorists put great stress on physical and legal and military 
power and force in their scheme of political thinking. But the 

enormous stress on force and power or Danda docs not mean 
the valuational appreciation of the concentration of violence. 
Kingship is exalted not because it can muster physical and 
mechanical force but because the physical force is to be placed in 
the service of Dharma. There is no hint in Kautilya's Arthasastra 
that force or power is regarded as the goal of political existence. 
Kautilya advocates that political power should be exercised in 

cooperation ( ~lfmUf ~"{ ) and centralized political 
military omnicompetence is not his aim. Hence Danda is an 
immensely significant political category but is not the sole category. 
It is not the essence of politics and is never to be intended for the 
support of the interests of the stronger but is the necessary adjunct 
in the realization of a cooperative and organic social existence 

guided by the monarch. 
Before we discuss the interrelationships of Dandaniti with 

other branches of knowledge, we should like to refer to two other 
tcrms-Bala and Sakti, which are also related to Danda. BaJa 
primarily means physical strength and in this sense it is used in 
the Atharvaveda. The Chandogya Upanishad constructs what 
perhaps amounts to an absolute metaphysic of Bala.l It says 
that the whole universe is being sustained by Bala and calls 
Bala to be Brahma. K autilya uses the word Bala in two senses. 
First, it means the army. This significance ofBala is also found 
in the Mahabharata. Second, it means strength or power as 
such. Kautilya thinks that Bala or power makes the mind 

1. Chandogya Up., vii, 7, 9 :-"Power (~) is better than understand­
ing. One powerful man shakes a hundred men of understanding. If a man is 
powerful, he becomes a rising man. If he rises, he becomes a man who visiis 
people. If he visits, he becomes a follower .of wise people... By power 
the earth stands firm, and the sky, and the heaven, and the mountains, gcds 
and men, cattle, birds, herbs, trees, ... by power the world stands firm. Mediate 
on power. He who meditates on power, as Brahman is as it were lord and 
master as far as power reaches-he who mediates on po~e; as Brahm~". 
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unbalanced.1 The term Sakti stands for power or strength. In 
the later development of Hindu religion the term Sakti signified 
the goddess of power and destruction. 2 Kautilya refers to 
thtee kinds of Sakti.a The "Sakti of l\1antra" is the strength 
acquired by intellectual achievem-ents and knowledge of good 
statecraft. The "Sakti of Prabhu" is the strength gained by a 
good and full treasury and an efficient army. The "Sakti of 
inspi~ation and perseverance" is the strength acq uin d hy 
enthusiasm and concentration. These two terms BaJa and Sakti 
are identified b K ·1 1 Y autl ya. Roughly we can say that t wse terms 
help us to get a broader notion of Danda itself. The Sukraniti 
also defines som ki d · 1 l . e n red concepts. BaJa or strength 1s t w t JY 
wh1ch a work b · I 

. . can e done without anxiety. Parakrama or v1ta 
power lS that b h" h . 
Uttha . Y w Ic nval princes can be humbled down. 

na IS regarded . . . as energetic preparat10n for wagmg war. 

7· KA 
UTILYA'S THEORY OF THE NATURE AND 

METHOD OF POLITJCS 

We shall now d" 
of Dand . . . Iscuss Kautilya's notion of the specific place 

aD!b In th h . d for know} d . esc erne of knowledge. The Sansknt wor 
e gelS V"d . 

secularist" b 1 ya. Vidya signifies beth the vanous 
Ic ranch f f l trans-cos . es o knowledge as well as the knowledge o t 1c 
llllc absol B 

four branch Ute rahma.4 Kautilya accepts that there arc 
- CSofkn ld · II It means dial . owe ge. The first is Anvikshaki. Lttera Y 
philosophi 1 ecttcs. 5 Kautilya includes under Anvikshaki the 

ca syst d ems of the dualistic Samkhya, the Yoga an 
• 1 • A.rth 

2 A asastra ·· 
fi ·. ccorct· , vu, 14. 
ore'.; 1s irn lng to th H" . . . . · · · 

the pow lllancnt in he mdu tradition Sakli or pnmo.l creali\T cll<"rJ:(). t~l 
th ~ · er _of the a• 1t e absolute bcin~. Accordi1w to Ramamrja S::ktr IS 

~ 1mparhng uso ute 1 ~ ·" 'tl 
Cf K of the S ·. n the Sarnkhya, cmn11c procession ~tail~ WI J 

· · P. J ann1dh' t I> k . · I · h J> • I· s~rvice ofH' . aya~wai . ' o ra nt1 )) t e un.~ r.l. . . 
1:;- . Indu Stat ' Hutory of India (Lahore 1()"3) p. 4q : "1'\at:on:d 
'orcc W 111ch e- lllak ' - ·' ' 1 " . • Presid ers was always a solemn <kdi< at ion to t w .,upn ,,;e 

part:cu~ar asp::ct of lj.ovcr human destiny. The dedication was mad." to a 
the D:ltJOnal tempera 'm, to a particular temperament of His, accordmg to 

rnent of th . , 
3· Arthasastra v· e hmc · 

I h U ' I,!:;! 
4· s a panishad · · · 
r.. For the diseu ·' 12-14; Chandogya Upamshacl, vi, I,~-

"B fdl d Marx" S:,' 0 n of dialectics in Indian thought, sec V. P. Varma, 
B du I'. 1/ala.n. \"-1 I' atna College .Magazine (April, 1946); Th. Stcherbatsky, 

:1 •• n.- ~n.c,rc, ''• · . 
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the materialistic philosophy of the Lokayata.1 The second 
hranch of knowledge is constituted by the three Veda~, Rig, 
S;-~a znd Yvju. This literature help in ordering the social 
str · 
· llcture composed of the four castes and the four Ashramas. 
The thi1d system of knowledge is Varta and it comprehends 
agric-ulture, cattle-breeding and trade. 2 The fourth branch of 
knowledge is Danclaniti. We can get an idea of the compre­
hensiveness involvcdi n this scheme of classification ofknowledge 
'' h<'n we compare it with the views of other writers refered 
t . 
0 111 thr.: Arthasastra. 

Brihaspati as quoted by Kautilya only accepts two Vidyas 
- ·Dandaniti ar.d Varta. Sukra the reputed teacher of the 
"demons" and honoured by Krishna in the Bhagavadgita, 
acce-pts only one Vidya, that is Dandaniti. The school of Manu 
rc:-prcsents the opposite tendenc~· since it accepts the Vedic litera­
ture also as a part of knowledge along with Dandaniti and Varta. 
Drihaspati had rejec.ted the Vedas as a branch of knowledge on 
the ground that tl:ey are superfluous for a man experienced 
in t( mporal affairs. Sukra had stated that all knowledge is 
rnotc-d in Dandaniti. Manu had rejected dialectics as a part 
of knowledge because it is only a special branch of the Vedas. 
Kautilya accepts all the four subjects-dialectics, Vedas, Varta 
ar:d Dandaniti as part of knowledge. 

Kautilya has something interesting to say on the relationship 
between dialectics and Dandaniti. "Anvikshaki comprises the 
philosophy of Samkhya, Yoga and Lokayata. Righteous and 
·unrighteous act:5 are learned from the triple Vedas, wealth and 
non-wealth from Varta, the expedient and the inexpedient as 
well as potency and impotency from the science of govemment".3 

Philosophy viewing the other sciences in the light of reason 
docs good to the world, keeps the mind steady in weal and woe 
and bestows skill in knowledge, speech and action. Philosophy 
is even declared to be the lamp of all the sciences, the means of 
ClCcomplishing all deeds and the support of all duties.• This 

I. Arthasastra, i, 2, p. 6. 
:z. Ibid., i, 3, p. 8. 
3· Arthasastra, i, ~. p. 6. 
'1-· Hii., i 6, E'l~lish translation by Ramaprasad Chand, 111M-AryQII 

R1aJ, p. 228, q•Jotcd in Ghosal, op. cil., p. 128. 
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passage shows that due to its critical and investigating nature 

(Hetu) dialectics aids not only the Vedas and Varta but also 
Dandaniti. The specific topics attributed to Dandaniti here 
are four-the expedient, the inexpedient, potency and impotency. 
The Sanskrit words, Naya and Apanaya which are reridc:red as 
expedient and inexpedient, have a meaning not only of the 
technically and economically expedient or otherwise but also, 

and perhaps more so, have an ethical significance. Since 
dialectics is the means of accomplishing all deeds and is the 
support of all duties, necessarily it has vital connections with 
political deeds and duties. Thua, according to Kautilya, dialectics 
is necessary for political action and hence ~he advocates that 
the prince should learn dialectics from reputed teachers. 

We have seen above the influence of dialectics on Dandaniti. 
Now we shall see what Dandaniti has to do with dialectics and 
other branches of knowledge. '·T.I-.e sceptre on which the 
well-being and progress of the sciences of Anvikshaki, the triple 
Vedas and Varta depend is known as Danda (punishment). 
That which treats of Danda is the law of punishment or science 

~f government" ·1 Kautilya defines the scope of the Vedas which 
Include not only the three orthodox ones but also the Atharvaveda 
and the auxilia b' h' h f: ·1· · d' d' V rta . ry su ~ects w 1c ac1 1tate Ve 1c stu 1es. a 
lS useful to society because it bring; in grains, cattle, gold, forest 
produce, and free labour. It is by means of the treasury and the 
army that the king can hold under his control both his own and 
th~ enemy's groups. Anvikshaki or dialectics signifies the three 
phllos~p~i:al schools, (1 )the Samkhya, (2) the Yoga and (3) the 
matenahs1!c system of the Carvakas. The Samkhya is a dualistic 
metaphysic and· h · · · 1 l't f . lS non-t e1st1c, although 1t accepts a p ura 1 Y o 
Purushas who a . h Is re supposed to gam freedom frC?_m t e tramme · 
of nature by the realization of their disinterested transcedent and 
luminous. chara~ter. 2 Thr. yoga accepts the san:khya metaphysic 
though It becomes theistic in its later versions and primarily 

I. Arthasa~tra, i, 4, p. 8. 

2. V. P. Varma, "Origins of Samkhya Thought and Philosophy", Patn• 

Colle,ge A.fag l.(.ine (May, 1949 ), PP· 97_107. ; Ibid., "Buddha and Kapila", 

Par'jala, (October and November, 1946). 
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insists on a spiritual and esoteric technique for liberation from 
nature. We ha.ve earlier referred to the materialism of the school 
of Brihaspati. It is highly significant that in his list of dialectics 
K.autilya does not even mention the spiritual monism of the 
Vedanta and it perhaps shows his secularistic bent of mind. 

According to the Sukraniti, logic ( dctllilif'=i ) and Vedanta 
arc comprehended under Anvikshaki. Kautilya makes no 
mention of the Buddhistic and the Jaina systems of thought. 
He is also silent about the logical realism of the Nyaya and 
the atomistic pluralism of the Vaiseskia although these would 
fall in line with his general intellectual orientation. 

According to Kautilya, Dandaniti deals with the means 
of preservation and acquisition of dialectics, Vedas ahd 
Va1ta.1 He does not analyze how Dandaniti aids in. the 
acquisition and preservation of dialectics. Dandaniti aids:.the 
Vedas in so far as it prescribes ways and means to regulate the 
four castes and the four orders which are the integral part of the 
Vedic view of life and culture. Dandaniti aids Varta because 
both treasury (related to Varta) and punishment are necessary 
for the control both of one's own kingdom and of enemies. 
Since Dandaniti is so vitally essential for the other branches of 
knowledge Kautilya goes on to say that "It is on this art of govern­
ment that the course of the progress of the world depends,"2 

and further on asserts that "Hence the (first) three branches of 
knowledge are dependent for their well-being (or rooted in) 
on the art of punishment."3 

This inter-relationship of the various branches of knowledge 
serves to make clear Kautilya's view about Dandaniti. It shows 

1. According to Kautilya, Dandaniti has four special functions :-

(i) ~-Acquisition of that which is not under 
control and possession. 

(ii) ~-Preservation of that which has been acquired. 

(iii) Uel~q;fi-Accentuation of that which has been 
preserved. 

(v) Cf~~~ 'SI'fdql~;:fl Righteoua :md due apportionment of that 
• "' which has been accl."ntuated. 

2. Artha.•astra, 1. 4· 

3· Ibid., 1. 5, df"'I(Us'!l?ll~ fcror: I 



ms HINLC I'OLI1TCAL "JECLCH"I 

•ihat Kautilya does not conceive of politics as m1 end 111 itself. 
:It is true that his inclusion of the preponderantly a theistic systems 
=of knowledge ·under Anvikshaki would tend to support a view 
"that he conceived of politics as an end since there is nothing 
transcendent. But w~ have to remember very definitely, that, 

in spite of being atheistic, the systems of early Yoga and 
~arly Samkhya are emphatic believers in liberation. 1 Their 
~ain goal is "to teach emancipation from the bonds of nature. 
By accepting the Yoga and the Samklrya as branches of dialectics, 
and by not negating their teachings, implicitly Kautilya accepts 
a gospel of liberation from the "dance of nature." Hci~ce 
~here is "the silent acceptance of the transccdcntal in him. 
Moreover, again and again, he says that the institution of kingshif) 
preserves the Vedic social system which, when conformed with, 
leads to the attainment ofheaven and liberation. This is a s~cond 
argument to repudiate the common view thc:.t Kautilya accepts 
politics to be an end in itself. Third, he definitely states that if 
the king performs his duties well he will attain heav1~n. Here 

once again we find the acceptance of the transcendent good. 
It is b:cause of this metaphysic that he says that a prince should 
?e tramed in the knowledge of the self. It is true that Kautilya 
mtroduces a secularistic note in his concept of· transcendent 

~ood when he says that the army should be encouraged to fight 

I. According to th~ Yogasutra of Patanjali: 

aht•ttl<tfq ~ti"''•i'tU!!}Iq i~ 
' 

~'!~"'ift: ~~ cicr~fllf~ 
~~f.rq i~mi f<rn1l I 

~~ <rrAi' SlfdSH14: ~~ 
fq¥4Sifdt>OT ·err fttHrofcffifd~~,. 

According to the Samkhya :-

i, g, so. 
i, g, 55· 

i, 4· 34· 

m ~~~~f«tt¥0icqtcSI~I'1fCif"14'0'\" I 

ft~rwti +11 eli f <'{'~ iifl '1 W~W lfiq 'I'll '1 I C<1 ~ f(l II 

aflct!;Cfllf<tq ~qt£ ~ ~ ~ ~: I 

~ fcl"~lfffllf -~ d~~Olliftl~ II -Samkhyakarika 68, ~f. 
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by promises of hcavcn.1 llut here also we arc meeting with 

a common notion of Hindu theology that the person who loses his 
Ere in battle attains heaven. Hence we find that Kautilya 
accepts the basic notions of Hindu metaphysics and theology. 

Some scholars tend to think that Kautilya raised Arthasast~ 
to the dignity of an independent science by emancipating it 
li·om the bondage of theology.2 \Ve emphatically repudiate 
such a view. The basic notions of Hindu theology and religion 
.arc all accepted by Kautilya.3 Hence in this sense he does not 

raise politics to the status of an independent science. But he 
docs raise Arthasastra to the position of a systematic, comprehen­
sive and rational-analytical branch of knowledge because of 
his intensive trl'atment of all the related and kindred topics of 
kingship, economics, social relations, law and diplomacy. One 
can talk of an independent or subordinate branch of knowledge 
by having in n~ind tlw treatment given by an author to a subject. 
If the author makes a systematic and intensive analysis of a topic 
he can be said to have in mind its independent character. 
This type of analysis we find in Kautilya's Arthasastra. It is 
not necessary to credit him with repudiating Vedic theology, 

r. The word sccubrism has been used here not in the sense of the st""para­

tion of the church and thl· state hut as implying the desire to draw social ar.d 

W.Jrdly implications of theological values and symbols. 

2. Ghosal, of'· cit., pp. 11·~·115· B. 1\·f. Barua. Pr!-B11ddhi.<lir lt~dia11 Plzilo­
'rJplry, p. :H7 : •;That tlu~ individuals who plact'd the- science of royal polity 
on an independent footing by gradually separating its province from that 

oC the older legal system were mostly known as Parivrajakas,-tlu· wanderer:s 

as distinguished, on one hand, from the Hern~its, Ascetic.~ and Recluse philoso­
ph~rs, and on the other hand, from the Brahmans with kingly pcwc.-rs, the 

?vlinisters and officers of State, the ll.fahasalas or teachc.-rs of various scilncrs ~nd 
arts, and the priests." 

3· Artha~a~tra i. 4,- "Q;'f '5!lf.'C"Ili~IJii· CflJTi;:ITJ:fT~ 'if 

~qJqi1J~~q'firftct;: I ~ ~f~ ~: "SHfTmr if ~Rr I 

~CflTTln~"lfllr 'if I 

Artha.qastra X\", i :-

t~;cf rut t'SJ ffOJ fi ~ll 
ar<rftal ~ :q)cffi m~~ tffilf :q II 
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which he does not,1 to show that he raised Arthasastra to an 
exalted and independent position, just as it is not necessary to­
repudiate Aristotle's acceptance of a divine and co:-1tcmplative 
life to show that he raised politi'cs to an independent status. 2 

Hence we feel that notwithstanding the acceptance of tramccn· 
dc:nt good and Vedic theological notiom, Kautilya d::>::s raise 
Arthasastra to the position of an indep::n:lent and c:>mpre!1::miv:: 
branch of knowledge because of his systematic presentation of the 
philosophical assumptions and an intensive treatment of the 
details of the subject matter of Arthasastra. His independence 
in treatin,g a subject is apparent in his method of analysis.3 He 

J. '!~~tilf~d1J\'5Qne ~ ci~ ~ f;;flffi 
~Rqt 'illflrfq<t')lij+ilq<:j ~~ 
Clftfiff'tt~NiqQ"'fsrf~ ==ffir I d"'+il"414' f~: 
~ ~'11\~ ... 

'rf) ~tlf: ~~ 'iffi!.<rn"d" 1-Arthasastrn, i, !J· 
Here we find th l K "I · · I · · could b a aut• ya accepts that provJdcntial or Jn:m::n ca : miiii ~ 

the Ath~/rev~ttcd by the pr.1 formance of rites and cc·rnnonics dcfcriuc d in 
"the rdi~i~~;~ ,a. V. R. R. Dikshitarva, pp. 2~-24, T/u Maur;·n, /'r./it;· sars : 
when the V J" .t 1 fn:orded by the= Anhasastra shows that it bc·lonJ!~ to a r;t·n.c d 
cance is bd·e d•c rc •g•o•Js practices and rituals were in vogm·. Gn ;:t Sl~nifi­
unreasoned ·b ·ra}t;ch~d to the performance ofYajnas or sacrifices :111d there IS an 
the kin"'dorn · 1\.111 the efficacy and fruitfulness of such sacrifices. \VIIf"nevc=r 
otherwi~e or 111'{ was visited by Vya~anas or dan~ers, providentical c~I­
Awin~ Ja~:ar~rs Were o!Tcred to the= Vedic ddtics like Indra, Vanma. Agni, 
gods c~iarnit7e: ~fd others. Bcliefwa~ then current that by propitiating the~e 
extent. Ev~ ·h all snrts could he averted or at least modified to a cc-rtam 
mount~ 1·n' ~n t ~· worship of nature· and 'nature deities like the rivc·rs and 

" IS seno 1 · 'I · c ·.-atu sis not u 115 Y recommended. \Vors~1ip ?fsnakes, r:H•. and ?ti~1·r sm~1 ~~ 
desir<!d thr h nknown. A recommendau0n 1s also made for aducvmg '?LJects 
Atharvav.- 01 ugS sp_clls, incantations and mystical ritc:s prescribed m the 

1 a • amluta " ' 
2. Pol1lica · r. J 

activity of Gnd · 1 3~.4-~5. 133~-34 ; Nicnmacll(f!" EtllicJ 1 1 iflb : '•There ore t It" 

plative · and 1' whJc~ surpasse-s all others m blt"ssc:dncss, mmt hc contrn.­
must b~ rnost 1~rnhan activities, therefore, that wbich is most akin to lu:< 

· 0 1 e nature of happiness". 
3- At~everal p · d · . fi d d" d the q:1estion of eno sIll the h1story of European thought we m 1scus~e 

mysticism art d" the !'lature of political science. Plato treatcs metaphysics, 
AristotJ .. i~ er 'd· 1a~ect!cs, laws and politics in the RepuMic. Contrasttd to Plate;, 
j~ onlv t~ th e Jte With having raised politics to an independent status. Th1s 

th'"r · treat"e extent th~t Aristotle dcvo>tes a separate book to politics, and three 
? - . Jses . to eth1cs. Aristotle as distinguished from Plato, makes <Ill 

mten~•ve analysis of political rnatt~rs i~ an independent and autono!'l'ous treat_is_e. 
~ve;-J the LawJ and the SlalesmGn of Plato are not inrlependent treat1ses on pohhcs 
In t•Jat s~,se. But Aristotle never repudiates the Hellenic theology and pric=st­
cr:lft .. H': thorotll)hly upholds moral objectives in political life. Contraskd 
to Anstotlc, M~ch1avelli is supposed to have raised politic-s to the status of au 
independent SCie":ce becau,e he divorces ethical considerations from the 
problem~ oft he se1zure and maintenance of political power. Machiavelli and 
Nietr.sehe are t!1e two important writers who condemn Christian ethics because it 
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never refers to Vedic scriptures as authorities on . the topics he 
is discussing.1 Although he accepts the authority of the Vedas 
for social matters, in his discussions of kingship, war, diplomacy 
and espionage he does not quote the Vedic texts but discusses 
them in a non-theological vein. 

Although in subsequent times the differences between 
Dandaniti and Arthasastra were obliterated, 11 there is the implicit 
recognition of the difference in Kautilya. \\7e have examined 
the nature of these two branches of knowledge and we feel that 
Arthasastra is a wider term than Dandaniti.8 At best, Dandaniti 
can be translated as the art of government. But Arthasastra, 
as we have seen, includes not only discussions about the structure 
and functions of government but also civil and criminal law, 

i.~ antithetical to political virility. In short, Yachiavdli replaces the Aristote­
lian concept of A rate (virtue) with the concept of power. 

In recent times the movement of a 'value-free' social science (\\'ertfrei­
wissenschaft) started in Germany under the influence of Ritschl's di~tincticn 
b~tween judgments of fact and judgments of value and the Neo-Kanti:m axio­
logical epistemology of Rickert and Winddband with its distincticn Let ween 
the nomothetic natural sciences and the idiographic cultural sci<nccs. Sc me 
sociologists and political scientists wanted to construct a social :1nd rolitic:lJ 
theory which would only analyse empirical social behavior and the dyn<'mic5 
of concrete social movements. It would be "scientific". Hence the cc r.rcpt 
of a non-teleological political science was formulated according to which roliti< a 
science would not set up any standards or goals. Even the scientific I\lrd ia 
vdli had set before himsdfthe goal ofltalian unification. But againt pmitivi~t­
like Lundberg and Catlin, modern sociologist~ like :znaniec~i, Sorokin, :Maciver~ 
Mannheim and others h:tve pleaded for a soctal sctence whtch would not only, 
study social behaviour but prescribe social and political g0als. 

1. However, in the discussions of treacherous fights (~f~T:) 
Kautilya prescribes that the army should he encour~ged to fig~t by citing 
the Vedic authority. He says (Arthasastra, x, 3 ): q(l;tiqlii1~Cf I m 
~ 11mrrflfCfll~ m ij-~ ~I <I 01 f+i fd I Before engaging in the 
actual encounter the king~ is required to m~ke oblations into the sacrifcial fire 
pronouncing th~ sacred hymns of the Atharvaveda. Prayers were to be offered 
for the good of the victors well as fo~ those who attain heaven by renouncing 
their lives in th: b'ltt!eficld. The kmg was to dedicate hi~ person tr> the 
Brahmins. ( Of1rcffm'q ~ I fqlil'44'fCII: ~·ff'411i""llf?tltil ~ I 
'lll(pOl'At!i"41c¥il'1+tfd~ci1~ f I ' ~ ' 

2. Ksirasvarnin, quoted in Ghoshal, Op. cit., p. 78n. 

3· The term {(,•-4(1 .. "1 is used for politics in the Nitiprakasika of Vaisam 
payana (viii, 15) : 
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warfare and international relations and the strategic means to 
capture a fortress and so forth. Hence we think that according 
to Kautilya Dandaniti is a part of the wider term Arthasastra. 

The Arthasastra docs not follow the deductive method. 
Kautilya does not deduce his political ideas from any theological 
scripture (although this docs not mean that he docs not adhere 
to the canons and criteria of V cdic theology). He docs not 
deduce his political propositions from any more fundamental set 
o · psychological or philosophical axioms. If he cannot be 
1 rgarded as the upholder of the deductive method in politics, 
r.tither can he be considered the protagonist of the logico­
;:nalytical method. He does not engage in the systematic 
• heoretical analysis of basic concepts although it is possible 
that a modern scholar may attempt the reconstruction 
cf a conceptual framework on the basis of the Arthasastra. 
Kautilya's method in the Arthasastra "is twofold. First, he syste­
matises the ideals, notions and wisdom relevant to the political 
field which were cun·cnt in those days. This systematisation, 
rearrangement and comprehensive enumeration can be said to 
illustrate the synthetic method. But Kautilya does not merely 
follow the synthetic method. He also follows the inductive 

method. 'I:his second method-the inductive method used by him~ 
has two sub-divisions. The inductive empirical method is illustrat­
ed by the vast amount of data, information and facts incorporated 
in the book. All this must have been collected by the author 
on the basis of personal observation and observation by his 
colleagues and friends. But Kautilya also adheres to the inductive 
historical method. It is very true to say that Kautilya does 
not usc the historical method in the genetic sense of deriving 
Folitical conclusions and propositions from historical material!!. 
Eut he certainly uses the historical method in the illustrative 
fashion of substantiating his ideals by references to personalities 
and deeds of ancient history. The classic example ofthe use of 
the inductive historical method in the illustrative sense 
is in the famous section on the moral philosophy of kingship. 
A second example is in the twentieth chapter of the first book. 
Kautilya prescribes that the king shall maintain an attitude of 
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extreme caution in his behaviour and action in the inner 
apartments. This intense circumspection is incumbent because 
"hidden in the quecn's chamber, his own brother slew king 
Bhadrasena ; hiding himself under the bed of his mother, the 
son killed king Karusa; mixing fried rice \yith poison as though 
with honey, his O\\ n queen killed Kasiraja ; with an anklet 
pimcd with poison, his own queen killed Varantya ; with a gem 
of her zone bedaubed with poison his own queen killed SaU\·ira ; 
with a looking glass painted with poison, his own queen killed 
Jalutha ; and with a weapon hidden under her tuft of hair, 
his own queen slew Viduratha. This usc of historical and 
quasi-historical figures to illustrate a political idea is very 
significant. In conclusion we may say that Kautilya follows 
the synthetic and the inductive methods in the Arthasastra. 

8. SA.NTIPARVA. 

The three classic works which we shall take into account 
for analyzing the political concepts of the post-Kautilyan period 
arc the Mahabharata, the Manusmriti and the Sukraniti. We 
shall first of all present an analysis of the concept of Dandaniti 
according to the Mahabharata. Although usually the 
Mahabharata is ascribed to a single writer-the celebrated 
Vyasa, still it is considered a composite work having undergone 
modifications and revisions by various writers. After the great 
revival of Brahmanism under the Sungas and the Kanvas there 
was a tendency to revise the older epics and other great works 
according to the dominant world-view of Brahmanism.1 

Hence we find in the lvlahabharata and in the 1\.fanusmriti a 
great stress on the adherence to the Vedic pattern of life. In this 
respect they represent much more of the theological outlook 
than we found in the Arthasastra ofKautilya. The Mahabharata 
in one of its later books-the Santiparva, treats of political matters. 

1. H. C. R:1.yrh'l•tdhury. Stm~:r~ i11 lndia11 Anti~uitirs (C:~kutt:>, 1932), 
P· 2-b says : '•T .w t.'stimony of Panuu shows that the l'vfahnbharata wns wdl 
known to the p,:,uph· of G.uulharn from n pt•riod Ion« anterior to the time 
of Hdiodors (~ccond c.,ntury B. C.), while th<! c-vid 1·n~e of the S\·nrgarohana­
pat·va suggests that it used to be rt•citcd by Pnthakas or Vachakas in tht" presence 
of the great m<:n ofTaxilt ...... Evidently the l\iahabharata played an important 
part in t~1e Hinchi~:1tion of th<! fDreign settlers of the Indian borderland." 
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The setting and the nomenclature are highly significant.1 

The supposed author of these views on politics is Bhisma-one 
of the classic teachers and warrior-heroes of ancient India. He 
is lying on a bed of arrows after the ghastly battle of the 
Mahabharata in which he had been seriously injured and he 
is being questioned by Yudhisthira, the hero who had triumphed 
in the battle. The philosophical discussion of politics thus 
takes place after the war is finished and the tragic memories 
are too fresh to be forgotten.2 Significantly the chapter~ which 
deal "'ith politics occur in the book called Santiparva-the book 
of peace. This obviously implies that politics should lead to 
peace. The pacifistic orientation derives its heightened 
importance from the fact that the discusion takes place after the 
devastating war is finished. This peaceful character of the 
political teachings is in dominant contrast with the Arthasastra 
of ~autilya where abundant space was devoted to warfare and 
espionage. 

The Mahabharata expounds the nature of Dandaniti.!! It 
ascribes Da d · · d n amtl to the great god Brahma.4 This book compose 
by Brahma contained one lac chapters (art~llHl~~lurT ~} 
It ':"as almost a cosmic encyclopaedia discussing all kinds of 
topics. This book was abridged by Siva and it came to be called 
Vaisalaksha It . 1 d . . · contamed ten thousand chapters. n ra 
studied this book. He further abridged it and it came to contain 
five thousand chapters. It carne to be known as Bahudantaka. 
Brishapati furth b 'd . k f h er a n ged It and he produced a boo o t rc:e 
thousand chapters by dint of his intellectual subtlety. Then 
it began to be called Barhaspatya. Sukra further abridged it into 

P dl. F. ~·iargiter ; "The Nations of India at the Battle between the 
an a~as.an dauCrhaTas",J.R.A.S., 1go8,pp.333ff.;/bid; "Ancient Indi<"n 

Genea ogies an . ro~ology", ]. R A s., 1 go1 ; Adolf Boltzmann, Das 
Mahabharata und s~111e Te1le ( 1892-g5 ) ; J. Dahlm~nn, Genesis dts fl,fahabl:arda 
( 1~9.9 ) .. Accordmg to E. J. Rapson, Ancien I India, p. 72, the predommant 
rehg10n m the Mahabharata is that o(the kingly group or caste. 

2. Lasse:' and Weber had held that the original Mahabharata was a 
poem concernmg a battle be.tween the Panchalas ~nd the Kur':u but th_i~ has 
been controverted by Hopluns. It is totally agamst the Indian traditional 
view. 

3· The Mahabharata, Santiparva, translated into English prose by 
Pratap Chan?ra Ray. (Calcutta, 1Bgo ). 

4 . Santlparva, hx, 28-79. 
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.one thcusar.d chapcrs. Thus the great patriarchal ency­

·c lq:<!cdia ( qCjlli~ ~H~ ) was being progressively diminished 
in size lxc~.l'~e cf the ir.capacity of people to comprehend it. 
In another place the goddess Saraswati-the goddess oflearning­
is suH:cscc\ to have fcm:dcd this science of Dandaniti.1 This 
is called Da1:daniti because everything is controlled by Danda. 
According to Bhisma Dandaniti is a very compreht nsive branch 
of knowledge and discusses the fourfold ends of mar.-Dharma, 
Artha, desires and final liberation from nature. 2 If Dandaniti 
is properly applied by the king it directs the four castes towards 
Dha1 rna. 'When the four castes act in conformity with their 
Dhm mas security emerges and people arc free from fear. Often­

times Indian thinkers debated the problem as to whether the king 
is the creator of the age or the age is the mighty historical force 
creating the king. Bhi~ma says that the king is the creator of 
the age. 3 The Hindu thinkers divide the ages in four. When 
the king acts wholly in accordance with the norms of Dandaniti 
the golden age arises. When he acts only threefourths in con­
formity with the norms and rules of Dandaniti the secor.d, 
or the silver age (Trela) comes into existance. The brazen 
age (Dvapara) comes into being when the king only adheres 
to half of the Dandaniti and renounces the other half. Lastly 
the iron age (Kali) springs forth when the king gives up the 
whole of Dandaniti and oppresses the people by recourse to 
i 11-adviscd and unrighteous techniques. In conformity with the 
law of Ka1 rna whereby each individual has to bear the fruits 

I. Santiparva, cxxii, 1 :l2 ; The Santiparva, !viii, 2-3 gives a list of 
teach~rs of political thought : 

f~r~:q ~41"41~'fll~<:i:;fcr +r~·n: 

~~~ +i~~~=!"f ~T ~m +!'!: II 

~«lwif~"" ~ilcrmr~ mmu l!,f.:r: 1 
'-~"''SIUJ<:IIU ~liT 'ih!J<Uf~rJ: II 

2. Ibid ; lix . 

. 3· Cf. the almost similar view of Sukraniti, i, 22: 

arr~m -u\ifl' Wm~ <fiT'<1J1ll 1 ... 
~'fin?: 'SI'lWJ'i ~ 'flf+il4+ifsffir ~·I!J II 
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of his good and evil deeds in the present and future births Bhisma 
says that the king reaps great virtue for producing the golden age 
and he reaps correspondingly less reward for having effectuated 
the existence of silver and brazen ages while he incurs demerits 

for creating the iron age. 
The monarchical emphasis is strong in all these discussions 

about the nature ofDandaniti. The exalted view of the purpose 
and functions of Dandaniti which Bhisma has, reminds us of the 
views of Usanas according to whom all knowledge is rootl:d in 
Dandaniti. The Mahabharata raises Dandaniti to a momentous 
place when it says : 'When Dandaniti becomes lifeless, the triple 
Veda sinks, all the Dharmas howsoever developed, completely 
perish. When traditional Rajadharma is departed from, all the 
bases of the divisions of the Ashramas are shattered. In Raja­
dharma t.re realized all the forms of renunciation, in Rajadharma 
is revealed all knowledge. In Rajadharma arc . centred all the 
worlds.1 

Here the Mahabharata interchangeably uses Dandaniti and 
Rajadharma. The concept of Rajadharma will be analyzed 

later. But we would only like to indicate here the compre­
hensiveness of the functions of Dandaniti because all social, 
intellectual and spiritual ends arc dependent on the functioning 
of Dandaniti. This would imply that Dandaniti is not only 
the art of punishment in a physical sense but regulates the 
orinciples of social and political existence. 

g. THE MANUS!v!RITI 
With the Manusmriti, we pass to one of the most important 

books in the whole of Hindu literaturc. 2 Manu is one of the 

I· Santivara, lxii, 28-29. En3lish translation hy the writer. 

_2· A~cording to Schlcr,elthc Manwmriti is prior to 1ooo B. C. \\"dlC'I' 
cons•clcrs It post-Mahahharatan. According to Bunwll it is a work of the 
Manava school, a section of the Maitrayani Sakha of the Krishna Y<Jjurveda. 
V\'e have refcrcnc~s to Manu in the Rigvcda, v!ii, 27; ii, 33, 13; i, 124., 2. Kc~kar:s 
idea that Manu IS at least as old as the tlurd centlll)' A. D. as stated Ill Ills 
Hi.<lor;• nf Caste in l11dia has been criticised by Hopkins. According to Ma..x 
Muller the 1\ofanusmriti is posterior ~o the founh century A. D. l.·ut G•·urge 
Buh!cr af~~.r ::t .c2rcful ~tudy of all m·ailablc sour~cs or,in(·s ~].at this work as 
extant c.<tstcd m th(" SC"cond cenlllry A. D . .Jultu~ Jolly a.:;o holds that the 
Manusmriti cannot belong to the period be">:'ond !he ~ccond or thn·d century 
A. D. The name of Manu appears many ttmcs m the Mahabharata. 
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traditional lawgivers of antiquity like Hammurabi, 1\ioses, 
Lycurgus, or Solon. He is supposed to be the primeval foun­
der of the human race. It is likely that the book, as we have 
it today, is by some writer of pronounced Brahmanical views 
who put in the name of ~vfanu to make the book famous.1 Smriti 
literally means recollection or memory, hence it means a book 
collecting together what was so far only in the memory oftherace.3 

According to the orthodox tradition Smriti is a systematic concise 

1. According to l\lanusmriti the Brahmin because of his birth from the 
mouth of the Lord is by right the m::~ster of the whole creation (~~ 

~flf 'CfJ:hfT ~: >n={:). The Brahmin is declared to be the most ex­
c,·llent cf all mt·n. The~ gods consume the sacrifici::~l offerings through the 
mouth of the lJrahmin. '·The very birth of a Er::~lunin is an eternal iccar­
nation of the sacred law. for he is born to fulfil the sacred law and becomes 
one with God". The Brahmin is there for the protection of the treasury of 
the law. (er~~lf ~~). The l\lanusmriti marks the culmination 
of the claims of llraluna~Jical supremacy when it says that "whatever exists 
h~ the world is the property of the lJrahmin; on account of the excellence of 
Ills origin the llrahmin is, indeed, entitled to it aii."-

Bcf ~ :;r~~ci <:JfcCfif~~~ I 

s-~,q;;rf+r;;r~ci BCf ci ~~fu II 

~m~~<Rf~~f<i~'<fl 
3TRm~ aT2T~ ~ ~~ 'ifiiT: II c. "' "'\.!" ..::. ~1\1 

-l\fanusmri: i, i, 100-101. 

2 • ~sfur~ erif~ ~~ '<f ~ 
~ c ~ 

311 =ct I 'lOA~ Cf ~1 ll"il cSi '"1f1)fl>c{Ci '9 II 

so-!~ftg Cl'lf~~ ~ lJTi'ICf: I 

~~ ctifdSict)t;:r)fu ~~ 'CiT<!~ ~ II 

~~ ~ciT fcrnlit erifm ~ ci BJ:Rr: I 
a- WfT~G<PflSii~ ~ erlif ~ f;;chft II 

~: ~fu: *IC::I=ctl<: ~ '9 
c 

l:t~""Cl~fcp:f 'Sfrg: m~~ 

fSiliSilcSi'i: I 

~~II 
~ 

!v!anusmriti ii, 6, g, 10, 12. 

!viedhatilthi commenting upon these verses states with reference to 

~11Rr:-"ar<fl!"~fcrq<:f ~R fJffdl:i"""~a !. ..................... ~ ~ 
~qiSi1'4ftCi ~ ~ 'SI"Jffuf ;;mrrm- f!IRr: I ~ ~ ~ fliRr­
=tcf 'SI"JfTUTl=( I ii ~ Cflf ~ISi,.d{OJr'i'll"alSGC!Cfli~CflctolldiSiCi~(..,§)Si: I 
av;:r +i"Ci"R~~ ~ ~l:IT Cf~Cfli''fl:f: ~faqvq<l~ta+41 ~ ~ . ,,,~\·~ ~ 
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statement of the Vedic teaching. It is authoritative only to the 
extent that it conforms to the Vedic tradition. The Vedas 
have original authority. The Smriti is only a secondarily autho­
ritative work. The seers and teachers credited with having 
composed works on Dharmasutras and Smritis or Dharmasastras 
are Manu, Yajnvalkya, Vasistha, Gautama, Vyasa, Katyayana, 
Atri, Visnu, Satatapa, D.aksha, Parasara, Samkha, Likhita, 
Apastamba, Harita, Angiras, Yama, Narada, Usanas, Samvarta, 
etc. The two most famous Smritis arc those of !\1anu and 
Yajnavalkya.t 

The code of Manu is primarily a book on Hindu social 
relations. Manu accepts the authenticity of the Vedic sacrificial 
cult. In the first chapter of the book he deals with the problem 
of creation. Manu accepts the Vedic cosmology with some 
admixture of Samkhya metaphysics about primeval nature. 
Chapters two to six of the book deal with the four Ashramas of 
a Brahmin's life. Manu is emphatic about the performance 
of social duties. He reacts against an exaggerated asceticism 
and monasticism which had begun to have a dominant spell 
since the days of Buddhism. Chapter seven of the book deals 
with Rajadharma. We shall analyze this concept later. 
In this chapter he also includes the discussion of the art of war 
and pleads for moderation in the actual conduct of a war. 
The eighth chapter deals with Vyavahara-civil and criminal 

~ 1 ~ ~~~rr+r~rS!fl1q: '!.TI1fUT<:r lFciTRf+rRfu f;;f.f<r;;s:r) 1 

f~r~u fu ~s:ra-lf: '!.T~"r: 1 ara-f;'fflf ~s:rf~s:rrr·TI~llfa-.. :~:r;;r: "'c:r4-: 
f~ q;i~!:ff 5r.:frlffi m ~fa-... l ... ~~s:rRm:rifcr c:r4"fl:r Cf1~0'Tcf!Cf­
~: I msfq ~fru I ... lf"f:{lfa- CTl=fT'!~~: m '-{fa-: I lf"f :q 
~a-m ~fu: 1 ~ 'if~SIP.:ffil~: ~rsrr ~futer 1" 

Accepti~P, the co-ordinate authority of the ~fu,~along with !he Vedas 
Kumanla says : ~ 

ci<n ~·'rpr Q;~ ~~: "Sfcfi~lffi 1 
~ tRAf+r: SICflliil!d BTU~+r<Tfu ~ II " ' .., ' 
~rrref Cfl~~+rlll ~ <fl~<=ffi ma-: 1 

' ~ "' 
crfomf+r: wrr.rr;m ~rr~<r ~ 11 

1 • Hopkins and Jolly place Yajnavalkya in the 4th century A. D. H?.-
5 supposed to belong to Mithila in Nvrth Bihar. 
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law.1 Chapters nine to twelve deal with the duties and functions 
of the various castes, penances and transmigration. 

Thus we sec that the ~mriti of Manu only incidentally deals 
with things political. 2 It is primarily concerned with social 
relations and conduct. Its view of law is also colored by its 
preponderant Brahmanical standpoint. It docs not mark any 
advance in the formulation of concepts of philosophy or speci­
fically of political philosophy.3 We have referred earlier to 
Manu's notion of Danda. Besides anthropomorphising Danda 
by investing it with a personality4 and divine birth, Manu does 
deepen our notion of Danda in a sociological way. 

Manu says that if the king did not wield the sceptre of 

1. 1\fanu is a strong advocate of truth and he wants that false evid<'nce 
slvmld never be given. The following verses from the M:musmriti indicate that 
as yl't no conn·ption of po>itive law was attained : 

"A witness who speaks the truth in his evidence gains after death the most 
e'Ccc·llent regions of hliss and here below unsurpassable. fame ; such testimony 
is revered by Brahman himself. He who gives false ev1dence is firmly bound 
by Varuna's fetters... The soul itself is the witnc.<s of the soul, and the soul 
is the refuge of the soul, despise not thy own soul, the supreme witness of men ... 
The sky the earth, tlw waters, the moon, the sun, the fire, Yama and the wind, 
the nigl{t, the two twillights and justice know the conduct of all corporeal 
beings."-Manusmriti viii, lli-86. 

2. Cf. N. C. Sen Gupta, Saurrts rif Law a11d Sacie!y i11 Ancimt I11dia 
(Calcutta, I!)I4 ), pp. [>~·59; "The tram~or~ation of Smriti into a technical 
term is as little surpnsmg as the canomsatwn of the great teachers. What 
happened in India, happened also at Romc, ...... Thus while the authority of 
the secularised law of Rome passed gradu.ally t~ the pc.ople, the religious phi­
losophy gave an opposire turn to th~ 1'?-w Ill lnd1a. and 1t. passed entirt"ly into 
the hands of a privileged class ofspec1ahsts. To be Ill keepmg with the'" rdigious 
origin of law it was necessary that the man who h~d practically acquired· the 
power of making or moulding of law s~ould .acqUire a high spiritual status. 
We find therefore that, wherever a Jaw IS re~e1ved from human hands, divinitv 
or divine inspiration must be imputed to h1m. The teachen of law must be 
semi-divine like l'vfanu or great seers. " 

Refering to the tradition of freedom in ancient . India, K. P. J ayanval, 
Histar,v of l11dia (Lahore, '93::1 ), P· 49• s~ys : "Tius politico-geographical 
idea of '!egiti':nac~' of the ~iindu sovere•gn m Aryavarta, ,~~ich we may call 
Aryavart1sm, IS la1d d~wn m the 1\f~n~va Dharmasastra (u, 2 2.23 ), and is 
traceable from the t1me of rataqph ( 180 B. C.) down to Medhatithi 
( OIT'3fi1='lll~ if ~ o';f +w~: ttlll:t I (I ~ ) , and to Visaladeva 
( 1164 A. D.) as a living belief." 

3 In Manusm:iti, vii, 56, occurs the word Sthana (~).According 
to Kulluka Bhatta 1t stands for army, treasury. town and the kingdom-

~ ~ u~ <fll ~I q '('(f G20 I c:+'Ffi ij '<rcffcf'cf"f I 
~ ~ ~ ~ ' 

4· Cf. the Mahabha.rata1 Santiparva, cxx, 8-16 for the anthropomorphic 
conception of Danda. ' 
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punishment then c:the stronger would roast the weaker, like 
fish on a spit." He thinks that the gods, the Danavas, the 
Gandharvas the Rakshasas the bird and snake deities even 

' ' 
give the enjoyments (due from them) only, if they arc tormented 
by the fear of punishment. Danda cannot be inOicted justly 
by one who has no assistant nor by a fool, nor by a covetous 
person, nor by a person of unchastencd mind nm· by one addicted 
to sensual gratifications. Only he who is faithful and acts accord­
ing to the injunctions of the Shashtras can ·inflict punishment 
with justice. Hence moral self-restraint is essential for using Danda. 
Acc~rding to Manu, Danda has been created for the sake of the 
king and is the son of the Lord. It (Danda) is the protector 
of all creatures and is formed of the glory of Brahman. All 
creatures, immovable and movable stick to their Dharma only 
out of the fear ofDanda. Hence the Danda should be adminis­
tered by the king with the full consideration of the time and the 
place (of the offence) and the strength and the knowledge (of 
the offender). Danda should be always used with discrimination 
and moderation. In reality Danda is the king the manager of 

ff . ' 
a atrs, the ruler and the guarantee for the observance of Dharma 
by the four orders. Danda alone governs and protect and keeps 
watch over the people. Manu advances in the direction of an or­
ganic conception of Danda and ascribes the masculine character 
to Danda. He stresses that only due to the operative mechanism 
of Danda the social castes are maintained in purity. Only 
"where Danda with a black hue and red eyes stalks about 
destroying sinners there the subjects are not disturbed; provided 
that he who inflicts it discerns well." Danda is full of lustre and 
cannot be wielded by a person of unregenerate mind. Hence 
Manu advocates that the king should be pure, truthful, devoted 
to the concept and practice of justice and should be rigorous in 
chastising the enemies. The supremacy of Danda is effectively 
brought about by Manu when he says that if the king desisted 
from wielding punishment then the crow would eat the sacrificial 
cake and the dog would lick the sacrificial viands and onwnership 
would not remain with any one. Thus Danda is the source of 
the preservation of social relations and property organization. 
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l\1anu presents a very exalted conception of Danda. He 
emphatically enunciates the role of Danda in the maintenance 
of social cohesion and political order. But he is no less emphatic 
on the moral roots of political authority. Only that king can 
exercise political supremacy who has mastered his lower passions 
and self. Nfanu refers to the tenfold set of vices resulting from 
Kama (lust and passion) : hunting, gambling, sleeping by day, 
indulgence, drunkenness, inordinate love of dancing, singing 
and music and useless travel. Tale-bearing, violence, treachery, 
envy, slandering, illegal confiscation of property, reviling and 
assault arc the eightfold set of vices produced by wrath (Krodha). 
Hence l\1anu advocates that the king should practise great self­
restraint. The tremendous emphasis on the suppression of the 
lower passions of the empirical ego put by Manu reminds us 
of the similar emphasis on the practice of virtue put by Plato 
for the philosopher-guardians. Hindu writers on political thought 
stress that it is the Dharma of the king to acquire and to expand 
his territorial domains but in their concern with the game· of a 
sometimes ruthless imperialistic diplomacy they never lose sight 
of the fact that even for the sake of political success it is essential 
to control one's lower appetites and senses. Thus the concep­
tion of the rootedness of political authority in the discipline of 
the senses is a great contribution of the Hindu political writers. 

xo. THE SUKR.A.NITI 
The Sukraniti, 1 like the code of Manu, does not make any 

conceptual advance over the Arthasastra of Kautilya. Here 
we like only to discuss the exalted notion of Niti which Sukra 
has because an analysis of the concept of Niti is important for 
grasping the ideas of the Hindu writers about political and social 

I. Sukranitisara, edited by Gustav Oppcrt(Madras 1882 ). According to 
Jayaswal t!t~ Sukraniti ~hould u;,piaccd in the 8th century A.D. Gustav Oppert 
was of OJ?l~uon that tlus work . bcl?nged to the same period which produced 
the Smntl and the early cptc hterature. In the fourth chapter thi~ book 
conta~ns reference to tubular or. cylindrical instrument (~Tfu<til ~) 1 
and smcc guf!S began to be used m the early modern period hence the work 
has been ascnbed to .the 16th. century. The place of the origin of gunpowder 
has ~ot been. conclustvely decrded. I propose to ascribe the work to the late 
medreval pcnod, although the fundamental concepts and ideas of the bouk 
belong to earlier political traditions. 
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things. It is difficult to translate the word Niti. Ghoshal 
translates it with polity but obviously Sukra is not concerned 
with the administrative mechanism of any specific governmental 
system. Sarkar means by it a system of morals. 1 I think this 
rendering would imply that the book of Sukra is a systematic 
treatise on ethics which definitely it is not. Niti deals with 
social and political questions. The practical note is implicit 
in the term Niti. Perhaps a statement about the contents of 
the book would serve to clarify the notion of Niti. Chapter 
one of the book discusses the duty of princes. The second chapter 
deals with the functions of the crown prince and other government 
officials. The third chapter formulates general rules of conduct. 
~he fourth chapter is a composite one and deals with problems 
hke characteristics of a friend treasure arts and sciences or 

' ' branches of knowledge, social customs and institutions, functions 
of the king, fortresses and the army. This sketch is enough 
t . 

0 c~nvmce any reader that we do not get in the book of Sukra 
any philosophical analysis of the problems of ethics. He is 
concerned w"th · · · 1" · 1 d . 1 gtvmg general rules of pohcy for po 1t1ca an 
so~tal behaviour. The fifth chapter is supplementary and deals 
·wtth miscellaneous topics.2 

The pragmatic character of the book is apparent in Sukra's 
statement that a person can do without grammar, logic and 
Vedanta, but not without Niti.3 Other branches of knowledge 
are concerned with certain limited functions and interests while 
Niti is helpful to all people. It is as indispensable to the social 

I· Benoy Kumar Sarkar, The Sukra Niti (Allahabad, I 9 I 4 ), P· I. 

2 • Ben?y Sarkar in his book Political Institutions and Theories of the Hindus 
;;ems to at~nbuti: .s~~erlative theoretical importance to the Sukraniti. He ~~ys: 

··:···the ~ukramtt. Is . almost synonymous with staatswissmschnft or pohucal 
r,h~~~sophy ~~the sctentlfic tradition of India". (p. 159 ). He further state~ : 
Nitl-~a.str~ In the ~:mds of Sukra assumes thereby the proportions not of eth1cs 

or p:>ht1cs m th~ Circumscribed sense but of sociology in the wide sense of 
Aristotle's 'architechtonic' or domin~nt science". (p. I63 ). The very fact 
th:1t S:trk:u ~o:n~tim_~s u>cs system of m::~rals, sometimes P?litical _rhil<;>sophy 
an:i s;>:n~thim:; s~:lObJy to indicate the meaning of N1tt-sastra IS ev1de~ce 
of the fact that he IS using these term> not in a scientifically precise and logtcal 
seme b·Jt in a V.l,guely general mlnner. cr. also the Bhagavadgita, X, 38, 
<rfWflf f;rfiQCITlf I 

' 
3· Sukranitisara, i, 7-9 ; 
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order as food is to the human body,I and on this pragmatic 
orientation rests its superiority m·er the theoretical branches of 
knowledge mentioned above. The main duty of a king is the 
protection of subjects and penalization of the wicked and this 
function cannot be performed without the assistance of Niti. 
If a king becomes arbitrary and rcfus:..-s to act in accordance 
with Niti he sufTers pain, incrc::tscs his en:mies and weakens his 
power.2 The writer of the Sukraniti exalts the significance of 
Nitisastra to Olympian height. He considers it as the foundation 
of Dharma, Artha and aesthetic-appt:titive interests (Kama). 
It is regarded as the giver of emancipation (~). It 
prescribes the rules and maxims for the conquest of adversaries 
and for winning the aficctions and satisfactions of the people. 
It conduces to the realization of the wishes and interests of all 
and hence has won universal approbation (B'<f.q~). If the 
king fails to conform to the maxims ofNiti, then this results in the 
disintegration of the kingdom, the disorganization of the army 
and confusion among the administrative staff. If the king adheres 
to the code of Niti, he is respected but if he transgresses it then 

his prestige decline:; (~elfi ;:r~ U\ifl<!U'"{Ie~~). 

But Sukra must not be imagined to be an advocate only of the 
rules of Niti. He is a realist and he also realizes the significance 
of power in the political and economic processes. Hence for the 
realization of universal prosperity he recommends both Niti and 
power ( lP-f ;:r~ ~ ~ ?.fFRtci;;i)~<.ci)). The king, therefore, 
according to Sukra, should wield the sceptre of Danda and be an 
adherent of the paths leading to the maximization of intelligence, 
power, vigor and Niti. By the deteminating influence of Niti, 
power and wealth it may be possible to capture and suppress 
even the sub-human living species (f~4<>-"tlN cr.[~). 

I. Ibid ; i, 45 ; i, 7-I I. 
cr. Brihaspatisutram, ;:rffu: ~ <i<flc:i) «<l:iCfd 1-i, lOll ; ;:rffi: ~ 

qi114Cflll'ilct1M I-ii, 43· ' 

2. Ibid., i, s-6 ; 14-16. According to Sukra the absence of Nitisastra 
is the occasion of dangers for the king ( ~T f~ ~ I ~ 
si)<fdct0 (%F8i.fll <:<til'!_). Service to a king who transgresses the rules of Niti is 

like licking the keen edge of the sword (~5f'l!00 ~fut\1(14~~<11'!,), 
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We have analyzed in this chapter some of the basic concepts 
of Hindu political philosophy. We have discussed the meanings 
of Brahma and Kshatra, Danda and Dandaniti, Artha and 
Arthasastra and the meanings of Smriti and Niti in a political 
context.1 We have seen how the fundamental concepts ofBrahma, 
Kshatra, Bala, Sakti, Artha, Kama, etc., arc formulated by the 
Hindu philosophers. Some of these concepts like Brahma, 
Kama and Sakti have a momentous significance in Hindu philo­
sophy and theology. We cannot discuss these developments 
here. The concepts of Danda, Dandaniti and Niti or Nitisastra 
were formulated by political thinkers2 who also incorporated 
in their systems some of the basic concepts developed by the 
philosophers. This kind of conceptual study of political thought 
is important because thus we arrive at the basic notions of the 
authors. Concepts indicate the power . of theoretical generali­
zation and abstraction of the authors. Hence it is essential for 
gaining an insight into the minds of thinkers to isolate their 
concepts. It is clear that the interpretation of Hindu political 
thought in terms of a non-Hindu conceptual structure will fail 
to provide the necessary grasp. In the next chapter we shall 
analyze perhaps the most important concept in the realm of Hindu 
social and political thought---the concept of Dharma. 

I· According to Kamandaka, Arthasa~tra is the great sea and Nitisastra 
is the t H nee ar. c says : . • ' , 

;=frfctiillf'>~flfa ~.;r~mm~cr: 
<:f ~~ '1~'Rlf4 fcr;ur~ ~CflJ II 

He also uses the term (I"'' fct ill 
q'*<mr, ~ ~m rrnrrrt q-rq~<r: 
mrf<fil"mr~RfliT « r~~i'<:fi:P:rcrC'( 11 

-Kamal)dikiya-Nitisastra, i, 6 and 7· 
2. B~sides the texts and books discussed in this chapter there are 

some other works on Hindu social and political thought. Some of the important 
ones are :-

( i ) Arthasastra of Brihaspati. 
( ii) Nitisara ofKamandaka (a close student of the Arthasastra ofKautilya ). 
(iii) Nitivakyamrita of Somadcva (10th century A. D.). 
(iv) Yuktikalpataru of Bhoja. 
( v) R ajnitiratnakara of Chandeshvara. 
(vi) Rajnitiprakasha of Mitramishra. 
(vii) Nitimayukha of Nilakantha. 

(viii) Nitiprakashika attributed to Vaisampayana. 
(ix) The Sutras attributed to Chanakya. 



CHAPTER III 

NATURE OF THE CONCEPT OF DHARMA AND ITS 
INFLUENCE ON HINDU POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 

r. INTRODUCTION 

The historical growth of cultures is an interesting topic for 
evolutionary sociology and anthropology. Cultures grow 
through a process of increasing complexity, heterogeneity, 
differentiation and integration. We can study the process of 
cultural progression in the histories of Egypt and Babylonia, 
China and India, Crete and Asia Minor. Slow advance and 
at times rapid leaps, can be deciphered in this long and vast 
process. It is possible to unravel some dominant and powerful 
ideas and concepts behind this complex organisation of material 
instrumentalities and axiological norms and patterns of action 
and behaviour. The organic interdependence and intersubjective 
relationships characterizing different cultures arc not accidental 
and arbitrary. The cultural configuration and the social physio­
gnomy represent the concretisation of some powerful world-idea. 
We find in Hindu scriptures the conception that terrestrial 
history represents a clash and ceaseless conflict between the ideas 
of Dharma and Adharma. History is a perpetual tension and 
battle between the moral, idealistic and spiritual forces represent­
ed by the idea of Dharma and the unregenerate forces of dark­
ness, lust and evil represented by Adharma. Eventual triumph 
belongs to Dharma. Hence according to the Hindu philosophical 
and social speculations history is the progressive attempt at the 
modelisation, idealization and incorporation of Dharma in indivi­
dual, collective and spiritual life and experience. Throughout 
its long history of several thousand years Indian culture has been 
growing and has acquired a very differentiated and variegated 
structural form. It is vast and powerful in terms of its histori­
cal span and its large socio-economic and religious formations. 
To unravel the secrets of this culture and its political 
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philosophy and orientation it is necessary to analyse the 
concept of Dharma which is almost monumental in the 
richness and comprehensiveness of the significance which ·it has 
had in the course of Indian history, ethics, culture and politics. 

2. PHILOSOPHY OF DHARMA IN THE VEDIC 
LITERATURE 

. Dharma is perhaps the most comprehensive concept 111 the 
entire history of Hindu thought.1 It has been used and under­
stood since the days of the Rigvcda2 down to our own. No ade­
quate rendering of this term is possible in any modern language. 
Usually in modern times we find it translated by the word 
r~li~ion, but we consider it an unhappy rendering since religion 
~Igmfies faith in a certain theology and at the same time it also 
tmplies certain sacraments an institutionalized ecclesiastical 
h" ' terarchy and a sense of common bclongingncss.3 The word 

catio'· G. H. Mccs, Dharma a11d Society, pp. 8-g has listed up the several impli­
ns and meanings of Dharma. 
Dharma sometimes was : 

'.! ) Something like the old Rita; 
<(:!)) The morally proper, the ethical duty, virtue ; 

•11 Good works ; 
((IV)) Religious duty, religious virtue ; 
~ The ideal· (VI) ld • I . . I . ( .. en tical with God and ab3olutc truth· a universal aw or pnnc1p e • 

t!) Divine justic~; ' 
(Y11)) A compromise between the ideal and actual conditions ; 
(IX ) Convention ; a code of customs and traditions ; 
~ Common law or law ; 

(XI) International or inter-tribal law. 
facul?'her ~ev~ral and diverse m~anings do not signify any lack of the ~ogical 
no Y 0 cllScnmination but indicate the dominance of a principle or pnmeval 
... rmh. Mees says that the Greeks the Hindus the Hebrews and the Romans 

10 t e claw f h · ' · ' · d t r w ld no t e1r great cultures saw hfe as a whole saw the mner an ou e 
(or as On<;, recognized not only, but realized the und~rlying law or principle". 
jf: 13' Ib~d). .Jhering has pointed to the conformity between Dharma, 

ISC 1Pat, Dtlr:e, The Latin Fas has also a similar meaning. 
2· R. V. i, 2.z, 18; i, 164,43,50; iii, 3, i; iii, 6o, 6; V, 26, 6, etc. 
3· . ~he word religion is derived from the Latin religare, to bin~, mcanin_g 

that rehg1on is the bond between God and man. According to. <?1ccro rel1gl0 
con;tes from religere, which signifies a watchf\'1 _care. The term r~!1g10n has been 
variOusly defined. According to Kant rehgwn depends on a a sense of our 
duties a~ based on divine law." "Religion" says Schleiermacher "cons~ts 
of an absolute sense of our dependence". Tylor. the Brit is~ anthropol?~1st 
defines it as a "belief in spiritual being". Hegel offers a sophisticated _definitiOn 
of religion as the synthesis of the subject and the object and.~ bel.ongmg to the 
JJalm of the abosolute mind. Whitehead asserts that rehg10n 1s an attempt 
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Dharma, on the other hand, does not mean any of these things. 
It stands for a way, a path of life rather than for theology and 
institutions. 

The philosophical analysis of this term is essential to grasp 
adequately the ancient Hindu way of thinking and to enable 
us to examine with greater clarity such views, advanced by 
modern Indian scholars, as Dharma was sovereign in ancient 
India or Dharma is natural law, etc.1 

The word Dharma is derived from the root Dhri which means 
to sustain or uphold. Hence it means the principle or the sub­
stance which can sustain any object.2 An intensive analysis of 
this term, both from the philosophical and the historical stand­
points, will clarify it further. In a few passages of the Rigveda 
the word appears to signify upholder or supporter.3 Quite fre­
quently in the Rigveda this word means ordinances or laws.4 

We also find reference to primeval or ancient ordinances. In 
the Yajurveda we have the idea of a fixed or unshakable Dharma.5 

This meaning of ordinance or law or sustainer has no moral 
sense attached to it in the Vedic period. But during the Vedic 
age there was another word Rita which had a partial moral 
content. Rita stands for order. It meant the fixed and 

to incorporate conceptual non-temporal generality into the insistent particularity 
of emotions. (Prouss and Reality, p. 23 ). A definition of religion fitting the 
concept of Christian theology is offered by Hegel, (Philosophy of Rcli.t;ion ), 
Bcrdyaev, Barth, etc. An anthropological and sociological orientation to the 
topic is evident in the writings of Engels, Spencer, Ma.x \Veber, E. Troeltch, 
R. Tawney, Werner Sombart, etc. 

r. Benoy Sarkar, The Political lnstit11tions and Theories of the Hit1d11s (Leipzig, 
1922 ), pp. 207·210. 

2. Q",CfT ~fir q;_Mcff ~ ~ 1-A. V. xii, 17. 

~~f9 .. ctfCi'i'li ~ -.r~ ~ ~ ~ <at"'t4F4cfhm 
~ I qrrtf~ Tl"qf ~ 1:l=UTTf.:r 'C:1l1:lr 'A"~ erro:r ~of~ 
fcr:u" tfro:f 1-V. S. xxxviii, 14. 

~Jifq~~: erJff ~ 5f'ill: 1 
~ '<ll (OFtii!<Rt: ~ ~ ~fu ~: I 

. -MBH, Karnaparva, LXIX, 59· 
3· R. v., I, 187. I ; x, 92, 2. 
4· Vedic Index, I, 390 ; Keith, op. cit., p. 249· 
5• V. S., X 29 j V. S., XV, 61. 
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established course of natural objects like the sun, moon, morning, 
evening, day and night. But besides, signifying the physical 
order of the universe and the regular order of the ritualistic 
sacrificial ism which developed in the Vedic and post-Vedic 
age, the word also received a moral content when the belief 
grew that the transgression of the Rita is a sin and has to be 
expiated by prayers to the god Varuna.1 According to Max 
Muller, Rita was regarded in the Vedic days as the "straight 
line which, in spite of many momentary deviations, was dis­
covered to run through the whole realm of nature. We call 
that Rita, that straight, direct or right line, when we apply it in 
a more general sense, the Law of Nature ; and when we apply 
it to the moral world, we try to express the same idea again by 
speaking of the Moral Law, the law on which our life is founded, 
the eternal Law of Right and Reason, or it may be that which 
makes for righteousness both within us and without. .. (Rita is) 
a law that underlies everything, a law in which we may trust, 
whatever befall, a law which speaks within us with the divine voice 
of conscience and tells us 'this is rite', 'this is right', 'this is true', 
whatever the statutes of our ancestors or ever the voices of our 
bright gods, may say to the contrary".2 According to Rudolf 
Otto, the word Rita comes from the root Ar, to arrange, to order, 
to regulate (German : ordnen). As an ordering principle it was 
to be found in the life of family, the clan and the tribe.3 The 
comprehensiveness of the field of operation of Rita was evident in 
the notion that both gods4 and men were bound by it.6 

I· Keith, op. cit,. pp. 83-84 ; Sayana translates ~ with 'truth', 
'sacrifice' and sometimes with 'water'. 

2. Max Muller, Hibbert Lectures arzd India, What Can It Teach Us, quoted 
in G. H. Mccs, Dharma and Socicry pp. g-10. 

3· Quoted in G. H. Mccs, Dharma and Soci,ry, p. 10. 

4· R. V., ix, 7, 1 ; R. V., i, 65, 3 ; R. V. iv, 3, g-r2. 

5. qf~ WfCill!f<rcfr ~ ~ qf:(~l'fllrqf{f~'/il: qf~ ~: I 
~ a<er. fc«Rr ~ a c;:q:>.£1 *~ <nrct 'd <::: l'lii'l~ 1 

" ~ " -V. S. xxxii, 12. 

";ft.;f;; fq~ll'JT'f:1T<pTT'f~~'!~f I ";ft~ <{~lfrm~ I 
-R. V. 1, 2, 8. 

~ria-~ ~Qal Cf~~ I -R. V. iv, ro, 2. 
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During the Vedic period, as appears from a hymn of the 
Atharvaveda the two concepts of Rita and Dharma were distinct.1 

Gradually the concept of Rita became less important. It signifies 
truth in later literature but its Vedic importance was definitely 
lost. The moral significance that it had was slowly attached to 
the concept of Dharma which by far became the more important 
and meaningful concept. It is diflicult to trace the process 
through which the notion of Rita mingled with Dhanna but 
the mixture was intensely important because it lent to Dharma 
some sort of a moral meaning. During the Vedic period the 
word Dharma signified only ordinance and law but due to the 
fusion with Rita it came also to signify virtue or morality. 

What has been said above about Dharma in the Vedic 
age is important to show the historical growth of the content 
of the word and should dispel some current notions about the 
political influence of Dharma as we shall sec. In the Aitareya 
Brahmana the king is called the protector of Dharma.2 The 
disregard of the historical development of the meaning ofDharma 
has led to gross misinterpretation of this phrase, "protector 
of Dharma." "The connection of the State with Dharma in 
the Brahmanic period was of a peculiar kind. The religious 
rites and ceremonies, and the ethical rules of conduct, were settled 
and declared by the Brahmans. In these matters the State 
did not interfere. But it was the duty of the King and his oflicials 
to enforce the observance by the people of their respective duties. 

~ ~+~"~fu m<! S!Gtl'ictl"l rr Rm flr.nfu 1 

~ ~: ~ crC'fl'lT: I -R. V. iv, 51, 8. 
-R. V. i, 124, 3· 

miT ?fisli>lld~cl!l: I -R. V. iv, sz, 7· 

~ anci'T ~ ~ 3llfctG!>OCJI'il lif~lil'"t!il~lld I 
-R.'V. vii, 75, I. 

Sfif~ ~ ~ fct<:~t~fu: mpf w:if tiT: I 
.... -R. V. vii, 36, I. 

~ SfliT ~·, amfu :q~: I 
-R. V. i, 68, 3· 

~ <=ft'CllC1f"'C1, ~:, R. V. iv, 3, 4; Sri Aurobindo interprets 
~Rrcr as Truth-consciousness or Supermind • ... 

1. A. V., xi, g, 17. 
2o A. B. viii, 26. 
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f I. . " 1 The King was thus the protector, but not the head, o re 1g10n · 
Banerjea's interpretation is incorrect for two reasons. First, 
it interprets a theoretical statement about the king being the 
protector of Dharma as indicating a concrete historical situation. 
The Satapatha, the Aitareya and the other Brahmanas do contain 
historical references and illustrations but are not books of history 
and administration. This interpretation is wrong, secondly, 
because, without any documentation and in complete disregard 
of Hindu religious history and traditions, it calls the king the 
protector of religion. The Vedic and post-Vedic concept of 
Dharma does not mean religion. Hence we would propose that 
the phrase "protector of Dharma" means no more than the 
idea that the king was considered to be the protector of social 
and moral principles. From the very nature of the case it is self­
evident that the king could protect only the overt, the genera­
lized and the ins_titutionalized aspects of social and moral con­
duct and principles. The inwardness and the spontaneity of 
social and moral conduct could not be amenable to political 
control. 

The Satapatha Brahmana substantiates our point that due 
to the fusion with the concept of Rita, Dharma gained a moral 
content. It calls the king the upholder of Dharma2 and from 
that the implication is drawn that he is to do and speak only that 
which is right.3 Thus the notion that the king should not 
act arbitrarily is gradually developing. Sinha has fallen into 
the same confusion as Banerjea by constructing this phrase "up­
holder of Dharma" as the description of a historical situation.4 

As we see it both the Aitareya notion of the king being the 
protector of Dharma and the Satapatha view of the king as 
the upholder of Dharma simply connote the association of king­
ship with the concept of Dharm:a which had gained a moral 
connotation by being identified with truth and by being linked 
up with the notion of Rita. 

1. Banerjee, op. cit., p. 276. 

2. S. B., v, 4, 5 ; v, 3, 3, 5· 
3· Ibid., T. B. i, 8, IO, I-6. 

4• Sinha, op. cit., p. 6g. 
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In the Upanishads the notion of Dharma was further 
elaborated : "Brahman was not strong enough. So he created 
still further the most excellent Dharma. Dharma is the force 
of force or power of power. There is nothing higher than 
Dharma. Henceforth even a weak man rules a stronger person 
with the help of Dharma, as with (the help of) a king. This 
Dharma is (equivalent to ) truth. Hence if a man speaks the 
truth they say he speaks the Dharma and if he speaks the Dharma 
they say he speaks the truth."1 This passage is remarkable 
for several reasons. It has had an unusual influence on 
Hindu political thought and practice. Like the Satapatha 
it equates Dharma with truth. So far, in the Vedas and the 
Brahmanas, truth was conceived mainly though not exclusively 
as a metaphysical concept-the truth of things or their objective 
existence.2 This metaphysical and ontological notion of truth 
as "being" received its classic formulation in the Upanishadic 
and the Vedantic view that Bralunan or the absolute is truth. But 
simultaneously the notion was growing, perhaps in the Vedas, 
definitely in the Brahmanas, that truth is also a moral categmy 
and hence speaking the truth was considered a great moral act. 
This view of the moral conception of truth was emphasized 
by the Upanishads, Buddhism, the Yoga philosophy of Patanjali 
and the Puranas and other systems. By equating the ideas of 
truth and Dharma the passage quoted above marks a further step 
in the mo~alization of the notion of Dharma. In the Mundak­
opanishad, truth has been definitely conceived to be a moral 
category. This incorporation of a moral content in the concept 
of truth is a symbol of the progressive evolution of ethical ideas. 
If indicates that reality itself was now conceived in moral and 
ethical terms. Reality according to the Upanishads is not a 

1. Brihadaranyaka U pan ish ad i, 4, 14; 
According to the Mahanarayana Upanishad, xvi, 6. the whole universe 

is encircled by Dharma. According to the Brihadaranyaka iv 4 5 the A tman 
is regarded as the essence of everything of Dharma an ::I of Adh~r~a: 

2. Wli ~~ ~T~ ~ ~~ 'l:ffl": ~M"cff tli<Clf~ 1-A. v. xii, 1. 

In the A. B., iii, 6, Hiranyadanta Baida is quoted as maintaining that 
heaven rests on the atmosphere, the atmosphere on the earth, the earth on 
waters, the waters on truth, truth on the Brahma, and the Brahma on Tapas. 
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featureless indeterminate absolute but is resonant and vibrant 
with a moral element. Thus reality or truth as reality, is regarded 
not merely as being but as also value-impregnated. The 
identification of Dharma and truth (satyam) shows that the 
former (Dharma) has the nature of both reality and value. 

Secondly, the passage is emphatic in its enunciation of the 
supremacy ofDharma over mere physical or military strcngth­
K.shatra. We have already analyzed the concept of Kshatra. 
Kshatra is a significant element in human life and according to the 
Brahmanas an integral force in the political and social structure. 
But Dharma is superior to Kshatra. It is the highest principle 
since with its help even a physically weak person can wield autho­
rity over a more powerful one. This notion which inculcates the 
superiority of Dharma over physical force has had a great in­
fluence on Hindu political history. Since the Vedic days the 
notion that the authority connoted and symbolized by the words 
Brahma, Satya or truth and Dharma is higher than physical 
force has never left the Hindu mind in spite of several political 
vicissitudes.! In our analysis of Hindu social structure we 
have seen that social primacy belongs not to the Kshatriyas­
the wielders of political and physical force but to the Brahmins 
who are to cultivate the force of Brahma. The Brihadaranyaka 
Upanishad thus formulates the classic idea of Dharma as the 
guiding force in socio-political life and indirectly implies that 
social and political institutions are meant for the realization of 
Dharma. 

The Upanishads put forward another meaning of Dharma 
-the duties of the particular castes and orders. "There are 
three branches of Dharma, one is (constituted by) sacrifice, 
study and charity (i.e., stage of the householder); the second is 
(constituted by) austerities (i.e., the stage of being a hermit) ; 
the third is the brahmacarin dwelling in the house of his teacher 
and making himself stay with the family of his teacher till the last; 
all these attain to the worlds of meritorious men ; one who abides 

1 • A sociological study of the moral and religious foundations of the 
Bcn"al Swadeshi movement and the Satyagraha movement of Mahatma 
G:1;dhi would corroborate my statement. 
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finally in Brahman attains immorlality." 1 The four Ashramas 
into which the life of an orthodox Hindu is divided have been 
analyzed em·Iicr. Here we find that each particular Ashrama 
is given its own particular Dharma. This notion of "one's 
own Dharma" is the great theme of the Bhagavadgita. Dharma 
is used in the sense of duty or vocation in the whole of the Dharma­
sastra literature. We find this idea emphatically stated also 
by Kautilya and Manu. This meaning of Dharma as duty 
shows that the concept of Dharma was being given a great 
sociological significance. The identification of Dharma with 
social duties implies the conception of Dharma as immanent in 
the social structure. The Vedic theory of Dharma stressed the 
idea of a transcendant norm and primeval ordinance. Now 
we find that this concept has received a great amount of social 
content. But the Upanishadic concept of Dharma did not 
sanction a mere gospel of socialization. It also contained import­
ant criteria of individual enhancement of personality. The 
Chandogya Upanishad refers to studies, austerities and contem­
plation as being comprehended under Dharma and this implies 
that Dharma includes methods and technics of personal inward 
growth and development. Thus it is evident that the Upanishads 
extended and deepened the connotation of Dharma by compre­
hending under it items and categories for the preservation 
of the organic community and individual self-development. 
The attribution of allotted functions to the specific orders is an 
attempt at the incorporation of the principle of social inter­
dependence based on concentration upon one's own Dharma. 

Before we proceed further it would be better to recapitulate 
the basic ideas about Dharma which we have discussed so far. 
Starting with the Vedic notion of law or ordinance the concept 
ofDharma assumed two meanings : (I) It became identified 
with a moral view or an ethic of virtue. This idea was further 
developed in Buddhism ; (2) it became indentified with the par­
ticular social duties of the various castes and orders. 2 In the 

I. Chandogya Upanishad, ii, 23. 
~. Tailt!riya Upanishad, i, ll. 
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Upanishads the Dharmas of the four orders arc explicitly stated 
and are implicit so far as Dharmas of the castes arc concerned. 
In the Upanishads both of these meanings arc found. I-Icnc~­
forward we shall find that later writers put greater emphasiS 
on the one or on the other aspect of Dharma although the idea 
that performance of one's duties is a moral task and that moral 

life is equal to doing one's duties is always present. 

3· THE BUDDHISTIC METAPHYSICS OF DHA.R1HA 

The rise of Buddhism resulted in a further development of 
the notion of Dharma.1 The specific idea of duty or Dharma of 
particular castes and orders was not emphasized in Buddhism. 
Instead, for the first time, Dharma came to signify a set of 
doctrines. According to Buddhism, if one wants to become 
a monk he has to take a vow of threefold submission­
submission to Buddha, to the Buddhist ecclesiastical fraternity 
and to the doctrines. The word Dharma is used for the doctrines. 
Sometimes the metaphysical and psychological portions of the 
doctrine are called Dharma as distinguished from the portions 
that set up codes of diseipline.2 It would give us a clearer 
picture of the Buddhist view of Dharma if we separate the moral 

1 •. J\ccording .to Geiger, Dhamma und Brahman, the word Dharma !~1 
the Pal~ literature IS. often used as a substitute, in indicating the Bucl~h"t 
co.nceptu;>~s of the htghe~t life, for the Upanishadic Brahman. The l!t~h~. 
Ntkaya, 111, 8o ff., mentiOns that the Buddha is not only an incorp~ra.uo~ 0 

Dharma b_ut has bec~me _the Dharman. Buddhi~m also accepts the rhstmcuou 
between mternal (a;;hattt~a) and external (hahira) dharmas, the former te:m 
refer_s to mental presen.tattOn, the latter being the external object gencratmg 
the mternal presentatiOn. It is interesting to bear in mind some of the 

Bud.dh~stic words using dharma, e.g. qq:q&l, qqfqq'!i~F11, ~c:llt, 'Cflf~, 
~.'Cflf I Dasgupta, Indian Phi/osoj1/ry Vol. I, p. a4 notes that in Buddh~st 
wntmgs the word Dharma is used in several senses; (a )scriptural texts (b )quahtY 
(TT) (c) cause (~) and (d) unsubstantial and soulless (~ 
f~). In the term tl'l=ll ~f, Dharma means religious teaching. ~bid:, 
P· 427 n.; the use of the word Dharma in the sense of appearance of enttty 15 

p.:cuharly Buddhistic and in this sense it is used by Gaudapada. 
A totally different and. unique conception of Dharma is found ~n .the 

Jaina philosophy. Therc, ~ = a:rf~ and signifies the immanent prmctple 

of motion. 
2. Cf. the Dhammasangani. Tn tl!is b9ok Pharma is also used in the 

~ens~ of iQte!lectual cognition. 
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and metaphysical sides of it. We shall first analyze the meta­
physics of Dharma. 

Buddha taught the philosophy of dependent origination. 
He said: "I will teach you the Dharma. That being thus this 
comes to be. From the coming to be of that, this arises. That 
being absent, this docs not happen. From the cessation of 
that this docs not happen." 1 This theory of dependent 
origination or Pratityasamutpada is regarded by Buddha 
to be the Dharma. This theory leads to the formulation 
of a philosophy of becoming against both the U panishadic 
concept of being and the notion of non-being. In some of 
the later schools of Mahayana Buddhism the notion of 
dependent origination led to a philosophy of nihilism and 
"essencelessness." 2 There was a second metaphysical meaning 
of Dharma in Buddhism. It is still controversial as to what 
extent the meaning of Dharma as essence or substance can be 
found in the Tripitaka literature. But in the school of the 
Sarvastivadins we do get this meaning of Dharma. This school 
accepts a pluralism insofar as it believes in seventy-five dharmas 
or things into which the human mind and the universe can be 
resolved. 3 

1. Cf. Bodhicary.watarapanjika, eel. by Poussin, p. 474; Tattva­
sangrahapanjika, pp. 11, 173, (Gaekwad Oriental Series). 

2. <r: 5f<:'l'tcll<c:Ph'll~: ~ ID ~1=£%: I 

ID 51'~~~ 51'~ ~Cf +fe'fliT 11-Madhyamikakarika xxiv, 18. 

5fa"lctr ~ ~ ;:r ~ ~ ~ m=( I 
;:r ::q (.-£1~fq mf <:!tl"l IWl f.,g;;;j i'fWr fillfi"'<:ll"l 1-Ibid., xxviii, 10 

cf. ~CTqlurf' f;:r:~, ~. ~,' ~: ~ 
Y"llf<rr: 1 ~ ~ Sld'lcllt:l~~?l"fll" ~ f.:r:tcnrrcrm ~N~ "€'!1l\ 

-Bodhicaryavatara, (Calcutta 1901-1914 ), p. 353 If. 
3· Th. Stcherbatsky, The Cmtral Conception of Buddhism (London, 1923 ), 

pp. 1-6, 95· 
References to 'CfJf in Vasu bandhu 's Abhidharmakosha : ij 1 (?I "11'11 (?I "'I 

'Cflrt: 1-i, 4· 

'Cf~f1Jlffil full T .-lj "'~ '"1 f.:r: I 
arf.:r crrr <rr+r err, €fqt ~-t:~.W>I <t:~·ll~: 1 
f.:wrr 'Cflrt am~: 1-i,47. 

According to Stcherbatsky, "The Dharmas of the Buddhists and the 
Gunas of the Samkhya", lndiaTI Histcri~al Quart~{y, vol. x, 1934, pp. 75o-•51, 
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So far as the moral side of Dharma is concerned we find 

great discussion of it in early Buddhism. 1 The Buddhist word 
a r 
for morality is Sila. 2 We find mention of the five Silas o a 
Buddhist: adherence to truth, non-violence, celibacy, non­
adultery, non-stealing and non-drinking of strong drink. There 
are ten Silas for a monk. According to Buddhism, conformity 
of one's action to the commands of Sila leads to the development 
of contemplation and finally to the wisdom and insight which 
lead to the ultimate goal of Nirvana. Thus by making the 
notion of Sila central for the attainment of Nirvana, Buddha 
accords a great place to morality in his conception of Dharma. 1 

The moral connotation of Dharma is also apparent in the 
incorporation of the Aryan eight-fold way-the Marga-in the 
concept of Dharma. In the Buddhist literature we find one 
sermon of Buddha entitled "Setting in Motion the Wheel of 
Dharma."' In this sermon Buddha exhorts his disciples to avoid 
the two extremes of indulgence in sensual passions and ascetic 
self-torture and follow the "middle way" inculcated by him. 
This "middle way" can be followed by the comprehension of 
the four Aryan truths : (I) the truth of pain as manifested in 
physical and mental disease and sufferings, (2) the truth of the 
the cause of pain, viz. craving for existence and passion leading 

Bu~:l1~ism de_gra~es the soul ; it is converted into simple consciousness 
(VtJnana) wluch IS also a Dharma, an element having the same sense as the 
other elements. 

According to the Lankavatara, ~ is defined as lf~~CfiT: ~: I 
In th.e _Mahayana reli~ion. we have the ~otion of Dharmak;ya which c'!nnotes 
a re.hgiOu., conceptualization of the ultimate principle. Contmsted wtth .the 
rea!tsm of yasubandhu, we find in the Mahayana ontology a phenomenahstn 
whtch constders all Dharmas as being only momentary. 

1 • • Rhys D~vids, B_uddhism p. 45 says ~ "Dharma is not simply law but 
that which underltes and tncludes the law, a word often most difficult to translate 
and best rendered by truth or righteousness." 

2. Sigalovadasutta (DighaNikaya). ~ ~ and "SI"ID are three 
basic elements in Buddhism. ' 

3· According to the Dhammapada xx 1 2 ·-

~o~~~·~·~l 
f<fUiil ~ ~ fe:q~Ft5'i1 ~ II 
t:{m Cf ;rnft ~T ~w'1w ~liT I 

t:{(f ~ ~ qfeq\N1'4 '1tffild ~ 11 

4· Samyutta Nikaya~ v. i~o. 
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to rebirth, (3) the truth of cessation of pain, by suppression of 
craving, and (4) the truth of the way that leads to the cessation 
of pain, viz., the eight-fold path consisting of right views, right 
intentions, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right 
effort, right mindfulness and right concentration.1 The Aryan 
eight-fold path is a comprehensive categorization of the factors 
of moral existence. Ultimately these factors lead to Samadhi 
or ' nncentration. This stress on moral living as a part of 
Dh<1m1<1 incorporated an element of profound self-conscious 
subjectivity in Hindu thought. During the pre-Vedic and Vedic 
periods the primary stress was on the worship of external and 
objective forces and entities. Religion thus had an externalistic 
orientation. The things of the objective world engaged the 
attention of pious souls and poets. But with the emergence of 
the U panishadic and the Buddhistic thought there was the 
acute consciousness of the significance of the inner self and the 
contents of its moral life assumed great importance. The stress on 
the emancipation from the world and Nirvana is part of this 
broad intellectual current of philosophic disenchantment. On 
the social and political plane also this intense ethical, subjective 
and spiritual awareness had significant consequences. Buddhism 
released a moral current which also tended to ennoble the patterns 
of political life. 

So far we have analyzed the metaphysical and moral meaning 
of Dharma in early Buddhism. The Buddhist theory of Dharma 
had very important political results. By removing the notion of 
Dharma from the caste vocations and applying it in an ethical 
sense Buddhism prepared the way for the Asokan theory of king­
ship which shall be analyzed later. But it is going beyond bounds 
to see in the Buddhist conception of "wheel ofDharma" the 
germ of political imperialism. Oursel, Grabowowska and Stern 
state " •.. the Brahmanic notion of Dharma, which implies the 
special constitution of each caste and maintains a social order 

r. ~:~. ~:~~. ~f.RN and~:~ f~c1TCTflrrrr~fuqc;: (ij¥0Q•1fi>a, 
ij"¥=lf"fi. «<M'l, ~ Cfl"iiT, ~ Cfilll~, ij"~'l an-;;rlfcrctir, ij"f"if-l! 

;~llf. ij"f"lf"fi, ~fu, ~ .. ~). 
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rather than it encourages the appearance of a political spirit, 
and the Buddhist notion of Dharma, which aims at a law 
applicable to all mankind and makes for unlimited imperialism. 
The one conception stands short of monarchy, the other leaps 
beyond it and aspires to world empire. Chandragupta 
becomes a king, Asoka an emperor . . . According to 
Brahmanic orthodoxy the king ... confines himself to being 
the preserver of an order essentially pre-established. The 
Svadharma of each caste which he must both defend and respect, 
provides the reason for his existing and his limitations. According 
to the Buddhist theory, it is the king himself who sets the wheel 
of the Law [ Dharma-chakra] moving ; he not only causes the 
law to reign, he starts it and promotes it." 1 These writers are 
mistaken in their inte1pretation of the wheel of Dharma or law. 
There is no documentary evidence for the statement that the king 
sets the wheel of Law. The wheel of Dharma is set moving not 
by a king but by a prophet and religious leadcr.2 The difficulty 
in which these writers have landed themselves is due to their 
non-recognition of the true nature of Dharma. Dharma, as we 
pointed out, had in the Upanishads and the later literature the 
double connotation-(!) identity with truth, and (2) specific 
caste duties. Buddha in his idea of the wheel of Dharma was not 
initiating the movement for a political imperialism but was 
actually emphasizing the moral connotation of the word. It is, 
of course, true that he gave it an almost absolutistic tinge, 
ethically speaking, which is not found in the older tradition. 3 

1 • Paul Masson-Oursel and others, op. cit., pp. 93-94· 
. According to Ramaprasad Chand, No. 30 of the Jl.lemoirs of the Archaeo• 

log zeal Surv~y o; lndiCf, "A~oka's Dharmavijaya ... is not a missionary movement, 
hut a defimte •mpenal policy". D. R. llhandarkar, Asoka p. 237, on the .ot!•er 
hand, asserts that Dharmavijaya indicated a missionary movement a1mmg 
at the moral <;tnd spiritual good of the world ; cp. the Chakkavattisihaniida 
wtta of _the D1gha Nikaya : "Conquest not by the scourge, not by the sword, 
but by nghteousness," Dialogue.1 of the Buddha, iii, p. 59· 

2. Cf. Buddha. says : "A king am I, Sci a, the king supreme of righteous­
ness. The royal chanot-whecl in righteousness do. I set rolln~g on-;~)1at wheel 
that no one can turn back again". (Sci a Sutta m Sutta N1pata, m, 7, 7 ). 

3· Cp. Schweitzer, Indian Thougf1t and itr Dc11elopment, "In the Buddha 
the ethical is so strongly developed that it is already an end in itself. He does 
not admit this,. but leaves ethics still in the service of the rcdcmpti~m domina~ed 
by world and hfe ne~ation", p. 110. "He (Buddha) gave to Ind1a somethmg 
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The movement of imperialism, instead of being furthered, was 
actually retarded by the Buddhist doctrine of non-violence. I 
feel that these writers have confused the notion of the wheel 
of Dharma with the idea of "the king who was a wheel" or the 
king whose wheel has an unobstructed march. The latter 
notion is older than Budddhism. Buddha borrowed the idea 
of a wheel, used hitherto in a political sense and used the term 
Dharma-Chakra in a religious context. 

4. KAUT/LYA'S PH/LOSOPHl" OF DH.ilRMA 

In the Arthasastra of Kautilya the word Dharma is used 
m various senses and it is essential to comprehend them to 
understand his political thought. At least three meanings of 
Dharma in Kautilya can be distinguished :-( r) Dharma in 
the sense ofsocial duty, (2) Dharma as moral law based on truth, 
and (3) Dharma as civil law. 

According to Kautilya, an accomplished king must be 
devoted to Dharma. 1 He is called the "promulgator of Dharma". 
Even if mendicants and ascetics engage in improper proceedings 
the king is to restrain them under threat ofpunishment because 
if Dharma is transgressed then it redounds to the evil of the ruler 

( crt:it wcr,::f~: ~ €?_"l3,'<ifmr:). In all kinds of fines below a 

hundred panas, the king shall charge in addition to the fine 
eight per cent more as Rupa and in fines above hundred five 
per cent more as Vyaji. According to Kautilya these two kinds 

of exactions arc in accordance with Dharma (1fra~~ 

'C~Tlrt<r~: ~ar:) because of the proneness of the subject 

to committing faults and the possible misguided sentimentality 
of kings. The righteous performance of his duties ensures heaven 
for the king. 2 In the first book of the Arthasastra Kautilya 

it di~l.not yet pos~css, an_ ethic derived _from thought. Up to then it only knew a 
traditional morality ofv1rtues and duties, and such an ethic as that is only 
capab~e of development up to a certa~n point. The ultimate higher evolution 
of eth1cs only starts when thought begms to be occupied with morals and to seek 
the fundamental principle which comprehends all virtues and all duties. When 
the Buddha exalted compassionate love to be the fundamental principle of 
morality, he breathed into Indian ethics a knew breath of life". 

1. Arthasastra, vi, I. 
2. Ibid, iii, I. 
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describes a "sage king" and he is emphatic in his assertion that 
a king must have restraint over six passions, sex, anger, greed, 
vanity, haughtiness and overjoy.l In making this list Kautilya 
is accepting the traditional view. Perhaps the idea of the sixth 
passion is his addition. In the Hindu literature w~ get four and 
sometimes five or six elements in the categorization of passions 
which have to be restrained. Usually Hindu writers talk of 
these passions when they discuss the requirements of a person 
who wants to pursue the study of the absolute. The writers on 
the Dharma of the king do refer to them, but Kautilya is the first 
to create a moral philosophy of kingship out of them. 2 He 
refers to the ancient history of India and puts forward the names 
of several kings, who perished because they indulged in 
these passions.3 One or more king is represented to illustrate 
the extreme of one passion. Thus one king perished because of 
lust, another because of anger, a third because of greed, the 
fourth due to vanity, the fifth because of haughtiness and the sixth 
as a consequence of overjoy. This moral philosophy of kingship 
constitutes a great contribution in the field of political thought. 
In European political thought we find that Plato, Aristotle, 
Cicero and Kant stress the significance of moral factors in 
politics. Plato has stated that the highest guardians or the 

I. Ibid., i, 6. 
2. Arthasastra, i, 6. 

~ ~ 'tT ~: ~:rqG"Cfif+nfP.ffif: 1 

~~T ~ ~~mTR<:rr: II 
~~W<T \illtiG;h·i:fl f'mTf.:sfq: I 

~q.q "''lWfr ~~ f~ ~pt II 
. .3· The thco.ry o~the moral foundations of political power is C!nc of the most 

s1gmficant. cont;1b~tJon~ of Hindu political thought. Kauulya attempts 
to substantiate IllS v1ews historically. Bhoja Dandakya perished because he was 
overpowered by !~st. Karal Vaidcha perished because of the baneful effects 
of anger. JanamcJaya and Talajangha arc also examples of extinction brought 
about by a.n~~r. A1la and Ajabindu perished because they were prone to e~­
tremc acqUJsJ.tJvcn<:ss. Ravana and Duryodhana and Dambhodbhava met the1r 
end because m thc.1r pe:verted sense of vanity they transgressed the c~m;ms 
of justice. Vatap1 penshcd because under the influence of extreme addictiOn 
to pleasure (~) he attacked Agastya. Arjuna ofHaihaya dynasty met his 

end because he had ~ont:mpt. for aU people ( 'l~T<f+rT<fT) w.hile the .republi­
can Samgha of the V nshms pensher! bec:\use of the attempt agamH Ova ~payana. 
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philosopher-rulers should be wise, courageous and temperate. 
But if we make a comparative estimate of Hindu and western 
political thought we find that the stress on moral factors is far 
more pronouccd in Hindu culture. It is significant that 
Kautilya, \vho is regarded as a theorist of political power 
and conquest, should be so much concerned with the 
control of unregenerate passions. This dominant concern 
with moral values is an effect of the heightened and exalted 
character of spiritual truths in Hindu thought. Kautilya's 
moral philosophy of kingship has thus two foundations. First, 
it is substantiated on pragmatic and historical foundations 
because illustrations have been cited to indicate the dire conse­
quences of the transgression of the ethical creeds. If a king 
docs not adhere to the moral code, then according to Kautilya 
he is bound to suffer a collapse. Secondly it can be said that 
Kautilya is affirming.his acceptance of the preponderant moral­
spiritual Weltansch:wrmg (world-view) of Hindu culture, because 
he believes in the supremacy of the ethical code. 

Kautilya has a theory of the vow or duty1 of the king. He says 
that the king should divide the day and the night into eight 
Nalikas (tl hours)-eight for the day and eight for the night and 
gives a list of the duties which the king is to perform in them. a 

The day is to be spent by the king as follows : during the 
first one-eighth part of the day he shall post watchmen and 
attend to the accounts of receipts and expenditures ; during the 
second part he is to look into the affairs of the people of the 
town and the country ; during the third part he is to bathe and 
dine and study the scriptures ; during the fourth he is to receive 
revenue in gold and look into the affairs of the departmental 
superintendents; during the fifth he is to communicate with the 

I. Arthasastra i, 19 um ~ ~R ~R~ <IT~urr 
qfd*!IRf '9 ~lf~aBnfuoliVflf I "' "' "' 
~ "' 

Cf. this Arthasastra verse with the following Vedic mantra; 

m ~~Tfu ~r~<rA)fu ~~llfl+f 1 
~f~i ~;ar+rfCi'fTRr ~liT *ic:ll+lltlli!f' 11- (V.S. XIX, 30) 

:!. Artha~astra, i, 13, PP• 39·.J:l. 
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council of ministers through letters, and to receive the secret in­
formation gathered by the spies ; during the sixth he is either to 
relax or to contemplate policy or to practise self-meditation; 
during the seventh he shall superintend elephants, horses,chariots, 
and infantry, and during the eighth part he is to discuss 
defense and military operations with his commander-in-chief. 
At the end of the day he is to engage in the cve11ing worship 
and prayer. During the first one-eighth part of 1 he night he 
shall receive secret emissaries ; during the second he sha II bathe 
and cat and study the scriptures 1 ; during the third he shall enter 
the bed-chamber amid the sound of trumpets and enjoy sleep 
during the fourth and fifth parts ; having been awakened by the 
sound of trumpets during the sixth part, he shall reflect 
upon the authoritative books as well as upon his policy and 
course of action ; during the seventh he shall deliberate 
npon administrative policy and dispatch spies, and during 
the eighth division of the night he shall receive blessings from 
sacrificial priests, Vedic teachers and the royal priest and having 
met and talked with his physician, chief cook and the astrologer, 
and having gone round a cow with its calf and a bull, he shall 
get into the royal court. These duties arc comprised under the 
head of the Dharma and Vrata or the vow of the king. He could 
change the schedule according to his personal capacities and 
the objective demands of the situation. 

This schedule was based on a theory of kingship in which 
energetic and efficient action was emphasized. 2 The king, 
according to Kautilya, should be ever active. If he becomes 
inaccesible to the people and gets the work done by subordinate 
officers then he is sure to engender confusion in political business 
which produces public discontent culminating possibly in the 
capture of the king by his enemies ( a-;:r '!1tifumm~ err 
~~). Hence the king was exhorted to attend personally, 

to the business of gods, of heretics, of Brahmins learned in the 

1• In a philosophical study of the political thou!l'ht am\ ideal~ of Kautilya 
we have to stress his insistence on ffi~, ~el()q 1~1"'1 and ~llt?ff"qct'1. 

2 , Arthasastra, i, 19. 
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Vedic scriptures, of cattle, of places of pilgrimage, of minors, 
the old, the afflicted and the forlorn and of women-all this in 
in order (of enumeration) or according to the urgency or pressure 

ofwork ( <fiT<trri<ctl~l~llf~;r err). The king must respond 
to duties requiring his urgent attention because if he would 
procrastinate then they will prove too difficult and may be even 
impossible to realize. Kautilya substantiates this notion of 
strenuous activity on realistic grounds. He is a champion of the 

concept of progress rooted in action (~R). If the concept 
of Dharma, at least partly, represents the philosophical side of 

Kautilya's thought, the concept of progressive action (~) 
would indicate his realistic approach. Kautilya says : "Of a 
king, the sacred duty or vow is his readiness to action, satis­
factory discharge of his duties in his performance of sacrifice, 
equal attention to all. In the happiness (of the people) of his 
subjects lies his happiness ; in their welfare his welfare ; what­
ever pleases himself he shall not consider as good, but whatever 
pleases his subjects he shall consider as good. Hence the king 
shall ever be active and perform his functions ; the root of wealth 
is activity and of evil, its revcrse. 1 The performance of kingly 
functions is thus based on the desire to serve the common good and 
well-being of the people and if the king did his duties well he would 
not only gain worldly prosperity but attain heaven. This idea 
is remarkably similar to the view of Kanada according to whom 
Dharma is that which serves the well-being of a person both in 
this world and the next. 2 Since according to Kautilya the per­
formance of one's duties leads to both mundane and transcendental 
happiness, it is the duty of the king never to allow people to swerve 
from their duties. 3 Thus the fundamental purpose of the political 
organization is the maintenance of Svadharma. The king 
should adhere to his own Dharma and should be careful to see 
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that other orders and Varnas also arc faithful to their Dharma. 
Hence the concept of Svadharma comes to occupy the central 
place in the scheme of the values and ideas that were to govern 
the political organisation. In spite of tremendous pre-occupa­
tion with the details of economic and political structures, when 
it comes to the choice of the fundamental goal which is to permeate 
the people and the king, Kautilya docs not choose mere protection 
or economic security. It would be incorrect to characterize 
that the Kautilyan state was in its ends and functions an econo­
mic state. If we were to interpret Kautilya in modern terms 
we may say that he is not an utilitarian absorbed in political 
protection or a state socialist preaching social service but is, 
in the tradition of the writers of ancient Hindu political thought, 
an adherent of Rajadharma or Svadharma-a culture-state. 

Some further ideas about Dharma arc found in the chapter 
where Kautilya deals with law. These ideas could be grouped 
under Dharma as moral law. According to Kautilya there arc 
four sources for settling a legal controversy: (1) Dharma, (2) 
Vyavahara or evidence, (3) Caritra or history and conduct 
of reputed persons, and (4) royal cdicts. 1 He says that if there 
be disagreement between institutional law and practice and the 
authoritative texts on Dharma, or if there be conflict between 
the texts and evidence, then the matter has to be settled in 
accordance with Dharma. Kautilya states that Dharma is 
rooted in truth. 2 If the texts, and by these perhaps he implies the 

1. ar1~ tTllur ~ur trf?.T<rr 1 

~'if~ ~ ~1 ~ill 
~ 9+r~ ~CIT otflct~:f«lii I 
~~ fcn!~ 'CJ'l1urrv:f fcrf<fllf~cr' 11 
~ ~Cf '614rtflit<f ~ I 
.. q ll!f<'l '!j 'Sili"rJt m ij"'l q-ror ~ ~I.Tfu- 11-.'\!·th:t~a~tr:~, iii, ~. 

~ ~ OlJ"' t\. I {':!'if , ~ '(l'iJ?d If! 11'1 I 
fct"' 1':!01 4 ~'il (j)Gq R: qftqlr:. ~cfofl'=Ffi:' II 

~ ~ ff:q'al tTiil olJC!tfl'«<! ~1~ I 
~ ~~ ~m '<1~1"11*11 (j) ~IHA+L 1!-Arthasastra iii. 1. 

Contrast Narada :-

'614 ~~~ f?( Fct <W 1 l]fcl~m AA : ~: 1 
i<J~U ~ ~Ti{ ~4fCl11ct@<i~ II 
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texts on civil Ia\\", criminal law and social conduct which go by 
the name of Dharmasastras, conflict with evidence or history, then 
the moral principle of truth has to be accepted as being decisive. 
If the texts of the Dharmasastras conflict with the canons ofjustice 
rooted in truth, then the latter should have precedence 
because the original Vedic texts on which the Dharmasastras 
arc based, or the original texts of the Dharmasastras themselves 
arc not availablc. 1 In this context Kautilya is familiar with the 
meaning of Dharma which was given currency by the writers of 
the Dharmasutras and the Dharmasastras. According to the 
latter, Dharma comprehends civil and criminal law and social 
conduct. Thus we find that Kautilya stands for truth and 
justice over against evidence, the texts of the Dharmasastras and 
institutional history and practices. So far as the elucidation of 
the concept of Dharma is concerned, he has accepted the view 
of the Brahmanas and the Upanishads that Dharma is rooted 
in truth. 

Kautilya also uses the term Dharma in the sense of law 
and more specifically civil law. 2 In this sense he does not 

1. Cf .. N: C. ~ondyop~dhyaya, Kauti~a (9alcutta, 1927 ), p. 223 : 
"Next to bemg unpartml the kmg was to usc dtscrctlon and reason. In adjudi-
cating, he was to consider ~, ~ and ~. but in interpreting the 

law, he was bound to follow the dictates of reason and equity (or «n<:f). In 
cases where custom was in disagreement with the text of the Dharmasastras 
or where the Sastric rule was at variance with practice, he was to uphold the 
righteous custom by using his reason. Furthermore, in interpreting the Sastras, 
the king was to be guided ~ore by th~ dictates of. reason anc~ equity ( ~). 
In such cases of disputed mtcrprctal!on, the d1ctatcs of nghtcous conscience 
alone were to be highest text of the Sruti and the written injunction must 
be regarded as lost". 

2. According to Sukra also one of the implications of Dharma is law. 
He prescribes that the Pandita, should suggest changes in Dharma. He says : 

<ffi~ ~: trm: ~ m~f~: 1 
~q ~ ij'"lf~6dr m~:"l:fa- :q ~Stl<IT II 
(')..,14'!iiit"1fcr%T: ~ tif.sctwlf..Cif.:c:trctl"' 'q 1 
'\tf ~00~ m~sr~: II (Sukraniti, ii, 99-100 ). 

Thus we find it stated that the Pandita has to study and examine the rules of 
Dh~rma existent both .in an~icnt days and it~ the contemporaneous society, 
wh1ch have been mentioned m the codes, wh1ch are now opposed, and which 
militate against the customs of the folk and to advise the king with those which 
arc fruitful both for this life and beyond. ~ukra is an advocate not of immutable 
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. ~·\. us~ the WQtd Dharma alone b\lt. us~ "''t:QQt.eU. -m. 'D• · · · · 
-~~~ \.~-m_~ \1~"t \ll.Ci.~e~ \n Mut1\ya is "rooted in Dharma"· 'The 

third book of the Arthasastra deals with civil law. A short 
sk~tch of the subjects dealt with in this book will clarify this 
third meaning of Dharma as civil law. The third book of the 

Arthasastra is called "Concerning Dharma" (~4t"'ll1'!) · It 
d~als with the determination of forms of agreements, the dcter­
mmation of legal disputes marriage division of inheritance, 
l "I · ' ' 
JUJ dmgs, non-performance of agreements, recovery of debts, 
de · 

~ostts, rules regarding slaves and labourers, co-operative under-
takmgs · · · f · fi • rcsctsston of purchases and sales, resumpt10n o g1 ts 
and sale without ownership, ownership, robbery, defamation, 
assault ga bl" · · II t · ' m mg and bettmg and other mtscc ancous optcs. 
The topics dealt with here are similar to those in the Dharma-
sutras and Dh . . . . I 

armasastras and the Smntts. Hence 1t 1s c ear 
that the meaning ofDharma as civil law is borrowed by Kautilya 
from the . . 

prev10us wnters ofDharmasutras. 

5· THE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY OF ASOKA 

. Aft~r Kautilya's Arthasastra, we pass on chronologically to 
the mscnptions of Asoka. 2 Asoka's inscriptions, inscribed on pillars 
and ~ocks, are extremely important for providing the concrete 
detads of contemporary social and administrative life. But no 
at~empt has yet been made to study the inscriptions from the stand­
point of political theory. In 1944 I wrote a paper analyzing the 
philosophical foundations of his theory of kingship. 3 The Asokan 

~d eternal n_o~~~ but is a sociological realist and can visualise the ncces-
5!tY. an? poss1bl1Jty of legal change. The institution of the Pandita bears Sr;>me 
5!m1_lanty to. the Nocturnal council discussed by Plato in the Laws. 'What 1s of 
Slgmficance m the present context is the use of the word Dharma to mean law. 

1. ... Arthasastra iii, 1. 'tf4tl!4if"1l1f"1ziT~ ~N~Uf'f,~­
~frff<fCO( oqjq~jf{CfllrttrT~l{: I 

2. Radhakumud Mookerji, Asoka (London, 1928 ). All quotations from 
the English translations of the inscriptions of Asoka have been taken from 
this book. The page number cited after the reference to the inscriptions 
will refer to this book. 

3· The paper was read at the Archaeological and Historical Society, 
Patna Colles-e, India in April 1944· 
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inscriptions arc written in the Pali language-a language 
""~~......:_\"\. "":,.:::, "l\\oc '.:'C\n.a.c:\.'..\a:t ·\.t\ "\.\\.~ '\.Un'C c:,'i. ~u.lili'tl.a. \:.\,_'C'! ar.~ 

called "Dhammalipi" or edicts of Dharma. 1 The interpre­
tation of Dharma has led to great controversies. Some people 
translate it as piety, indicating the inspiration of the edicts by the 
Buddhist insistence on piety. Some translate it as morality, 
others render it by law. Those who equate Dharma with law 
think that the Asokan inscriptions must be interpreted in the light 
of the notion of Dharma as law popularized by the Dharmasutras 
and the Dharmasastras. These scholars try hard to minimize the 
vast intellectual and philosophical legacy which Buddhism left 
for Asoka. They think that since the edicts deal also with adminis­
tration and justice it would be futile to translate Dharma by any 
other word but law. But we should not g_o to~ far in our effort 
to interpret Asoka as a modern neo-Kantian philos h" 

d . . . . op 1cal 
idealist. 2 If the existence of a mt.~ISti ~t~ve and judicial facts 
in some of the edicts confirms then pohtlcal character "t d 

· 1 · · ' 1 oes not negate the existence of mora seimons 111 other parts. M 
than once in our analysis w~ ha\:e fou~d that Dharma co:~ 
prebends the notion of duues mcludlllg the duties f 

· 1 as a moral co o a king and at the same time 1 nnotatio11 W 
1 · separation b t · e shall show later on that the s 1a1 P c \Veen port· 

h. kcrs Our t d" 1 leal and moral is alien to Hindu t 111 • s u Ies of A k 
• · . 1 t it is utterly i so an ins-cnptions convince us t 1a ncorrcct to 

minimize 
.. icncc the Sanskr1"t f" 

1. For the sake of con' en orrn DJ 
used instead of the Pali form Dhamma ; Buhler translates ~trma has been 

I. · d · , K sed •rcighteous-cdict' 1ammalipi with '1·c tgwus c 1ct , ern propo · 

V R P D'k I 'tara The J\Iaur;•aJI Poliry P 
2. • • "-· 1 5 11 ' ' dcpanu · ' · 9'"' sa 1 

nowhere claimed that he made. any" hi~h re ill the 1; i Ys. : '":\soka 1as 
He simply enforced the rcgtolat_wns , 1 . had fallen it g sl~tton of the land. 
continual neglect. If Asuka dtd an} t 1;ng he_ revived 1 ~0 dtsuse by long and 
them in working ot·dcr. The idea that t 1cll Hindu king 0. cl Practices an? put 
contenanced in Indian jurisprudence at a · To rcgarct'5 a law-maker IS not 
(.,.,.=) conta· ·d · tl c edicts of Asoka as atnou . therefore the Sasana 
'<ll~'l • IIIC Ill 1 11ttn . • b the 

kin is to say the least, uncriticaL \Vhat A~oka di g to lcgislauon y. 
of ~ld laws which had gone ou~ of practtcc. Td \vas the re-affirmauon 
occuring in the Sarnath l'illar Edtct and continuccth~reforc th.e tcrEd~asanf 
Sanchi and Kausambi docs not mca!l promulgation 1'?- the PJila,; bu~c~o~s 
mean a declaration of the old Law w~thout prejudic ol a new !~;d.ary law " 
The separation between inward spon aneous morali; to ~~~~"~~~1 aJiy--orient~d 
law is not to be found in Asoka- Y an · 
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Buddhist influence on Asokan theories and practices.' We do 
not deny that the tradition of Hindu political writers on 
Dandaniti and Arthasastra influenced him. Asoka meddled in 
the affairs of the Buddhist church, 2 indicated his own selections 
and preferences so far as the Buddhist sacred literature was con­
cerned, 3 but still it is true that the word Dharma in the edicts 
does not stand for Buddhist philosophical doctrines. As we sec it, 
the word Dharma connotes, in the edicts, a generalized notion 
of moral conduct in one's social and political relations as well 
as purity of intentions and devotion to meditation. This basic 
notion, we emphatically assert, has been derived from those 
portions of the Buddhist literature which deal with morals. 
We can find occasional statements in the Upanishads and the 
Dharmasutras about the above-mentioned notion of Dharma 
but the fundamental importance of this notion is found only 
in Buddhism and in the later literature inspired by Buddhism.' 
We shall now analyze the notion of Dharma as As.oka himself 
expounds it. 

According to Asoka, both this world and the next are 
difficult of attainment without extreme love of Dharma, utmost 
self-introspection, utmost obedience, utmost ·dread (of sin) 
and utmost enthusiasm.G The noble deeds of Dharma are 

'· The views of H. Heras ha\·e been controverted by F. \V. Thomas 
a~d Buhle~. ~rof. Kern remarks: "Nothing of Buddhist spirit can be 
dtscoven;d ~~, h1s st.ate policy. From the very beginning ol his retgn he was a 
good prmce . · Dtkshuara, llfauryan Polit;• p. 288, conduclcs that Asoka was 
not a Bt!dc.lhist and his personal faith was Brahminical Hinduism to the very 
end of hiS days. But the arguments adduced by him arc fallacious. 

2. In. the Sanchi Pillar Edict Asoka says : "My desire is that the Samgha 
may be un1ted and of long duration." In the Sarnath Pillar Edict it is said : 
"That monk or men who shall break up the Samgha shall be made to put on 
white garments and to reside in a non-rcsic.lence." Asoka's intervention in the 
Buddhist Saml?h.a is a partial half-theocratic attempt ·by temporal rulers ~ 
control the rehgwus fraternity. 

3· According to the Calcutta Bairat Edict, the following seven literary 
expositions were lauded by Asoka for repeated study by monks and men :-

(i) the Vinaya Samukasa, (ii) The Aliyavasas, (iii) Anagata­
bhayas, (iv) Munigatha, (v) Mauneyasuta, (vi) Upatisa-pasina, 
and the (vii) Laghulovada. 

4 Reference to "the middle path" in Kalinga Rock Edict. There 
seems ·to be a very definite influence of the Dhammapada on Asoka. 

Pillar Edict, I • 
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those through which compassion, liberality, truthfulness, purity, 
gcn tleness and goodness of the people will increase. 1 He defines 
the content of Dharma in various inscriptions and this includes 
freedom from self-indulgence, abundance of good deeds, kindness, 
liberality, truthfulness, purity, growth of the essential elements 
of all religious sects, proper treatment of slaves and servants, 
obedience to mother and father, charity to friends, companions, 
relations, Brahmans and Sramana ascetics and abstention from 
slaughter of living creatures for sacrifice. 2 Hence the Asokan 
notion of Dharma includdes noble and pure intentions, proper 
maintenance of social relationships and abstention from animal 
slaughter. 3 Thus it is evident that the moral code according to 
Asoka is a broad one. He is not content with the moralization 
of only the external and social aspects of human conduct. He 
adheres to the Buddhist view that the purity of will (Samkalpa) 
is very significant. It is true that true moral effects are based 
upon disinterested spontaneity but Asoka believes that constant 
exhortations could reinforce the moral orientations of people. 

Asoka's theory of kingship was inspired by his broad and 
comprehensive notion of Dharma. Three basic ideas arc central 
in his view of kingship : (I ) the theory of kingly exertion and 
efforts ; (2) the theory of the well-being of all ; and (3) the 
paternalistic theory conceiving of people as children of the king, 
the father. Asoka accepts that the realization of collective 
happiness and well-being is difficult without sustained efforts. 
He says : "My highest duty is, indeed, the promotion of the good 
ofall. Of that again the root is this : exertion and business. 
There is no higher work than the promotion of the common 
weal. And if I am at all making any exertion, it is in order that 
I may obtain the discharge of debt to all living beings, and make 
them happy in this world, while they may attain heaven in the 
world beyond .... But this is difficult of achievement except by 

1. Ibid., vii. 
2. Ibid., vii. Rock Edict, xii, Rock Edict, xi, Rock Edict, ix. 
3· Rock Edict iv. The concepts antithetical to Dharma are Asinava, 

Papa, Parisrav<l-Pillar Edicts ii and iii. 
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great and sustained effort" .1 In this passage great emphasis 
has been put on efforts. Asoka docs not even mention the life 
of meditation and insight which is the ideal of the Buddhist monk 
who has relieved himself of all social and political obligations. 
His ideal is similar to the "strenuously working sage king" of 
Kautilya's philosophy. According to Asoka there arc certain 
dispositions which arc impediments to the cflcctive pursuance 
of political life and these arc envy, lack of sustained efforts, 
harshness, haste, want of application, indolence and lassitude.: 
Hence, steadiness and patience have to be resorted to. He who 
is indolent in the execution of administrative functions will not 
rise up, and hence one has to move, advance and proceed forth. 
Those who fail in their duties will attain neither royal favour 
nor heaven. Hence he wanted even the forest tribes to be up 
on the march and pursue the path of Dharma. 

This emphasis on works and incessant exertion points out 
their significance for the realization of the good of all beings.:s 
Only exertion can lead to the good of all. Here is found the 
implicit notion that royal authority can be justified only if it 
helps in the attainment of the good of the people. Asoka talks 
of his debt to his fellow human beings. 4 This notion of "debt" 
is hightly significant. In the Hindu tradition every person is 
born with three debts and he has to repay them.u He owes a 
debt to the gods which can be made good by sacrifices. He has 
a debt to the fathers or ancestors and he can repay that by perpe­
tuating the race, The third debt is to the sage which can be 
made good by devotion to studies. In pursuance of his notion 
of the well-being of all beings Asoka evolved the idea of 

I· Rock Edict vi ; Sir Charles Eliot, Hi1zduism a11d Buddhism, i, !.!73, says 
with rcfcrcn:ce to the Asokan theory of work and exertion : " 'work I must 
fnr the pubhc benefit-and the root of the matter is in exertion and despatch of 
Lusincss than .which nothing is more efficacious for the general welfare.' 
Thc~e sound hkc the words of a British Utilitarian rather than of a dreamy 
ori·.:atal emperor. He is far from pessimistic." 

:.!. Kalinga E.Jict i. The Divyavadana styles Asoka as Chalurbhiiga-
Chakra;;arli Dharmiko Dharmarajo. 

3. Rock Edict. vi. 

4 . Rock Edict vi. 

:i· f~;~ \ifl'<fct; T. S; \ri, 3, Iq, 
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a debt to fellow human beings owed by the king. This notion 
of the debt of the king to the people has a great resemhlance 
to the theory of royal power as a trust which is found in the 
l\-Iahabharata. Asoka was quite serious about the idea of debt 
because he spoke not only of his debt to the people but also of 
the debt of the administrative oflicials to the king. 1 

Asok a upholds a paternalistic view of royal power. 2 He 
says : "All men arc my children, and just as I desire for my 
children that they enjoy every kind of prosperity and happiness 
in both this world and the next, so also I believe the same for 
all men." 3 He wants the people living on the borders of his 
kingdom to feci that he is interested in their solicitude in the 
same way as a father is interested in the welfare of his children.' 
Kautilya also accepts the view that the Y..ing should consider 
his good to reside in the good of the people. The Hindu word 
for subjects or people is Praja and it means both subjects and 
children. If philology is to be relied upon, the paternalistic 
notion th~ts is implicit in the very Sanskrit word for subjects. No 
trace of the paternalistic theory is found in the Vedic literature. 6 

Contemporaneous with the Upanishadic literature there is 
reference to a kingly dynasty in eastern India whose kings bore 
the last name of Janaka, meaning father. Possibly that could 
be an example of a paternalistic polity. Kautilya very definitely 

1. Kalinga Edict i. 

2. cr. am ~~~r:rm -Arthasastra, ii, I. "\ .,\1'"11.! G.~ " 

3· Kalinga Edict ii ; Mookerji, Asoka, op. cit., pp. 48-49, is wrong in 
interpreting ancient Hindu kingship to be more rcprcscntcntath·c than the 
I cgisturc in a modern democracy. It is an incorrect usc of the word "repre­
sentative". It may be possible that a few Indian monarchs like Awka were 
enlightened enough to stress the conservation oft he interests of the people. But 
consen•ation of interests is different from the representation of will and desires 
which is the most significant item in a representative democractic system. 

4· Kalinga Edict ii, D. R. Bhandarkar, Asoka p. 63, says : ''Just as child­
ren arc solely dependent upon their parents who can do to them just what 
they like, the subjects were at the mercy of the kings who was thus no better 
than a despot". Bhandarkar's statements may sound psychologically unrealistic 
but are not absolutely false. It is possible to practice despotism under the garb 
of paternalism. It is a fact that some fathe1·s have been despots. But Asoka 
was a sincere king and had a genuine love for the people and a true concern 
for their good ( f@"~~). 

5· Bandyopac\haya, of. cit., p· ~oo1 holds a different view, 
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is an advocate of the paternalistic theory of kingship. 1 In l~gra lly 
related to this paternalistic idea is the Asokan notion of en trusting 
his subjects into the hands of the administrative onicers ''as a 
mother leaves her child in the hands of a known nurse." 2 

Besides profoundly influencing the theory of roy()' p0wer, 
the concept of Dharma resulted in the formulation by Asoka 
of a very comprehensive idea of toleration. 3 He says: ''His 
Sacred Majesty does not value such gifts or honors as that, how 
should there be the growth of the essential elements of all religious 
sects. The growth of this genuine matter is, however, of many 
kinds. But the root of it is restraint of speech, that is, that there 
should not be honor of one's own sect and condemnation of others'' 
sects without any ground. Such slighting should be for specified 
grounds only. On the other hand, the sects of others should be 
honored for this ground and that. Thus doing, one helps his 
own sect to grow, and benefits the sect of others too. Doing 
otherwise, one hurts his own sect and injures the sects . of others. 
For whosoever honours his own sect and condemns the sects of 
others wholly from devotion to his own sect, i.e., the thought "how 
may I glorify my own sect"-one acting thus injures more gravely 

I. Arthasastra, ii, I ; abo, Manusmriti, vii, 8o. cr. !\,launusmriti, vii, '35: 

~ f"'f<::~CII~ crfu ~· Slifi~4iict I 
' ' 

~~~cr~;:f flmT Tfl&i<ttU1¥i._ II 
2. PillarEdictiv, Cf.: 

<I~ ~ ~r f~ ~ 11<fm~ 1 

~~ f'Q.a&im a~ ~llTcSiiillf~a~ 11 

-Vaisampayana's Nitiprakasika, viii, 2. 

' 3· Lord Ac~ion, l!.~sa;·s Oil Fr~edom and Power (Boston, 1948), P· 51·· cr. 
E..J. Rapson, A~z:nt !11d1a (Uambndgc, 1916) pp.111-112.; ''The groupmg of 
village co~mumlles mt? states, and the grouping of states into <"mpires has 
left. the soctal sysy:m (_m I_ndia ) unchanged. All governments have been 
obhged _t<~ recogn~ze an mfimte variety among the. gov~rned of social customs 
and rehgwus behefs too firmly grounded to adm1t of mterference. Thus the 
idea of religious toleration which was of slow growth in Europe was accept~:d 
in India genf'rally from the earliest times. All religious communities were 
alike under the protection of the sovereign ; and inscriptions plainly show that 
when the government changed hands, the privileges granted to religious 
communities were ratified by the new sovereign as a matter of course. In a 
specia~ edict devot.ecl to the subject of religious, ~oleration, Asoka definitely says 
that Ius own practice was to reverence all sects. 
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his own sect on the contrary. Hence, concord alone is commend­
able, in this sense that all should listen and be willing to listen to 
the doctrine professed by others ... all sects should be possessed 
of wide learning and good doctrines ... And the fruit of this is 
that the promotion of one's own sect takes place as well as the 
glorification of Dharma.' 1 The notinn of Dharma thus results in 
the formulation of a policy of wide mutual understanding 
among the various sects. 2 It is interesting to note that according 
to Asoka one who disparages the sects and doctrines of others 
harms his own sect. 

It is possible to get a clear realization of the Asokan concept 
of Dharma if besides analyzing its theoretical character we very 
briefly look into the administrative measures of Asoka. Most 
important of all was the appointment of "Dharma-officers" 
or Ministers of Dharma. These ofliccrs were employed 
among all sects for the establishment and growth of Dharma 
and for the good and happiness of those devoted to Dharma. 
They were also employed among the soldiers and their chiefs, 
Brahmanical ascetics and householders, the destitute and the in­
firm by age, for the good and happiness and freedom from moles­
tation of those who have applied themselves to Dharma. They 
were also employed for taking steps against imprisonment, for 
freedom from movlestation, and granting release, on the ground 
that one had numerous offspring or was overwhelmed by misfor­
tune or was afflicted by age. 3 The Dharma-officers were 
"employed among those devoted to Dharma in all places within 

1. Rock Edict xii ; also Rock Edicts vii and xiii. 

2. Confining their allention to the history of the Western nations European 
and American sociologists ancl philosophers of history consider the concept 
of toleration to be a product of the post-Reformation period. Cf. Marx and 
E.1gd~ :. Tile Communist Afmzifesto, ".The ideas of religious liberty and freedom 
of consctence, merely gave expresston to the sway of free competition within 
the domain of knowledge." Throughout the whole history of India ,;hen she 
wa; ralcd by potentates conforming to indigenou~ creeds we find a broad 
spirit of mutual acceptance. This situation was a prodt~ct of two factors. 
F!r~t, the cm~prehe~sive mctap!tysical systems which could reconcile apparently 
diVergent phtlosophtcal proposttzons. One example of this type of metaphysics 
woul.:i be the "Syadvada" ofthejainas. Second, the absence of an cstablidted 
church wh_ic_h could support the political regime ror the privilege of monopolisti­
cally obtatmng the favours of the state. The dtffusedness and the non-organi­
sed character of the ancient Indian religions made them more "tolerant", 

3· Ibid., Rock Edict v. 
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the dominions" of Asoka. He also inscribed on rocks and pillars 
what he calls the rescripts of Dharma. He instituted the practice 
of "tours of Dharma" wherein visits would be made by the royal 
officers to the people of the country and discussions about Dharma 
would take place. These "tours of Dharma" also included "visits 
and gifts to the Brahmins and the Sramanas as well as visits 
and gifts of gold to the elders" .1 In place of the tracl it ion a I cere­
monies he instituted ceremonies connected with Dharma and 
these comprehended proper treatment of slaves and employees, 
reverence to teachers, restraint of violence towards living creatures 
and liberality to Brahmins and Sramana ascetics. 2 Speaking 
of the consequence of these ceremonies he says : "But this 
ceremonial is not of time. Even if one does not achieve that 
object in this world, in the world beyond is produced endless 
merit." This conception of noble deeds producing good in after­
life is vitally connected with the Hindu philosophy of Karma. 

So far the specific implications of Dharma for political philo­
sophy-the theories of royal exertion, paternalism, and toleration 
-have been analyzed. Now we shall discuss its most important 
implication-the theory of the renunciation of violence and 

warfare. Asoka was engaged in a bloody battle in eastern India. 
The ghastly scene of death and carnage produced a revolution 
in his mind and under the influence of Buddhism he renounced 
all future warfare. 3 Asoka refers to the conquest by Dharma. 

I. Ibid., vii, Rock Edict viii. 
2 • Rock Edict ix. J. F. Fleet, Journal of tlzc Ro;·al Asiatic S01;ir[>•, 19?8, 

PP· 49 1-92 , held that the Dharma referred to in the Rock and P1llar EdKts 
is not connec~ed with Buddhism because they contain no mention of Buddha 
ai?d only a s~htary casual reference to the Sangha. He equated Asoka's Dh.arma 
Wit~ the Ra.~adharma of the IVIanusmriti. But we should not under-cstunate 
the unportance.ofthe Second Bairat Edict. 

3· cr.,, Sir Charles. Eliot, Hinduism aT!d Buddlzism, i, 273 : "Asoka has b.een 
~ompared. With Constantl?e but it has been justly obse1·ved that the compan~on 
IS superficial, for Co_n~tantme (more like Kanishka than Asoka) merely recogmsed 
and regulated a rehg10': which has already won its way in his empire. He has 
also been compared With St. Paul and in so far as both men transformed a 
provincial sect into a religion _for all mankind the parallel is just, !lut it ends 
there... In the gallery of p1ous Emperors, he (Asoka) stands Isolated as 
perhaps the one mar; whose only passion was for a sane, .kindly an? humane 
life, n,-,ither too ~unous of great mysterie~ nor preoccul.)l.e~l "':lth.lus own SO!fl 
but simply the fnend of man and beast." R. C. Dutt, Ctv1lu,atzo11 111 the B11~d/nst 
A a~ (Calcutta, zgo8 ), P· 88 : "No monarch of India, not even Vikramad1tya, 
h~s such a world-wide reputation and none has exerted such influence on the 
history of the world by his zeal fo; righteousness and virute." 
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He says : "in consequence of the practice ofDharma ... the sound 
of war drums has become the call to Dharma." He is quite 
eloquent in his praise of this replacement of violence and 
warfare by Dharma. And what is conquest by Dharma is 
considered by his Sacred :Lvfajcsty the principal conquest ... 
The conquest that by this [ Dharma ] is won everywhere, 
that conquest again, everywhere, is productive of a feeling of love. 
Love is won in conquests by Dharma. That love may be indeed, 
slight, but his Sacred l'vlajesty considers it productive of great 
fruit, indeed, in the world beyond. For this purpose has this 
edict of Dharma been indited that my sons and great-grand­
sons that may be, should not think that a new conquest ought 
to be made ; but that if a conquest is theirs ( or pleases them ), 
they should relish forbearance and mildness of punishment and 
that they should consider that only as conquest which is conquest 
by Dharma. This is both of this world and the next. 1 The 
ground that Asoka advances for this conquest by Dharma are 
that it results in the fostering of love and that it is conducive 
to the welfare both of this world and the next. The appeal to 
transcendental good is one of the dominant themes in Asokan 
inscriptions. He supports his view of "Dharma-conquest" by 
appealing to the great harm and suffering both to the combat­
ing population and the non-combatants like children, women, 
Brahmins and ascetics, which result from a violent armed 
conflict. 2 

The question of "conquest by Dharma" brings forth the 
entire question of political ethics, especially of violence which 
as Max Weber emphasizes is the decisive means for politics. 3 

The theme of the dichotomous juxtaposition of Dharma and 
political violence was new in Hindu political philosophy at the 
time of Asoka. During the Vedic days gods were invoked to 

I. Rock Edict xiii. The original word Dharma has been retained 
imtead of the "moral conquest" used by 1\fouketji. Otherwise, intcrprete~ 
and translators, translate and comment upon Dharma as they like. A concrete 
e~ample o~ the hopelc~s misinterpretation of "conquest by Dharma" is by 
Smha, op. ctt., pp. tg8-Igg. 

2. Rock Edict xiii. 

3· Weber, op. cit., p. I2I. 
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give victory in battle. 1 The notion of non-violence originated 
in the Upanishads and there was a condemnation by the teachers 
of the Upanishads of the sacrifices which involved violence. 2 

But no question of political violence was raised. Buddhism 
formulated a comprehensive philosophy of non-violence but there 
was no condemnation of political warfare by Buddha. Non­
violence according to Buddhism was a principal virtue for the 
individual. It is true that Buddha preached the idea of non­
hatred but this too was analyzed mainly in the context of the 
conduct of an aspirant after cessation of worldly pain. Both 
Buddha and Patanjali inculcate that violence can be overcome 
by non-violence, 3 but none of them ever contemplates it on a 
political and governmental level. There is a tendency among 

1. R. V., i, 10, 125 . 
. 2. Chandogya Upanishad, iii, 17; viii, 15. According to Sdnvei!?.er, 

lnd1an Thought and Its Develnpmmt (New York, 1936 ), pp. 8o-81, the ~lmnsa 
comr;tandment was born not out of a feeling of pity but out of the Idea. of 
keepmg pure from the world and only in later clays did Ahimsa adopt the ~ouve 
of c~mpassion. He thinks that although Ahimsa postulates the doctrine of 
the like nature of things, still it does not arise from compassion but from .the 
general principle of non-activity resulting from Indian world-ancl-life-neg;:tt•.on. 
(\s I see it, the insistence on Ahimsa beginning with Buddhism and Jmm~m 
IS a part of the change in the fundamental thought-structure of India, a chan~e 
apparent in the transition from Vedic objectivism to the Upanishadic psychic 
subjectivism. 

N. Dutt, Early History of the Spread of Buddhism and the Buddhist Scho9ls 
(London, r 925 ), p. 8, holds : "The doctrine of Ahimsa was an. off.~ hoot 
of the :rvietta feeling which embraced not merely the negative restramt upon 
causing pain to any living creatures but also positive acts of charity and love, 
removing or attempting to remove distress, wherever existing and w~1at~ver 
form they might assume.'' But there is no historical foundation for this VIeW, 
since the concept of Ahimsa has an Upanishadic genesis. 

3· <r ~ •H<r <fuf<r WFcrTer ~ 1 

arcf~<f "f ~Rr Q;~ ~ ~) 1-Dhammapada i, 5 

also 'liT tfTUTl:rfutrl'ijfu ...... ~ ~ 31U<fT 1 Ibid, xviii, I!.l-13' 
" 

fcrcr;;pr f~: ~cFliTf"(d I 'l Jil f~dT m~TCl+r~cf'liT 
~'elfrfmr ~<t ~ 1 <t 1"" ra 'fi€11 ~fu 51'fQ11~f'Cfiil{ 1 

~ 51'fuusr:ri' mm~tft cf'@lllf: t-Yogasutra ii, 34, 35· 

cr., ~ tflffii'CI'rsf~ <rJTllfra- crqmcrr: 1 

~rlfcr f.:rcrfut ~ ClR~~ I 
" --Aryadeva, Chatuhsatakam xii, 113. 

Contrast <r ~fq-) f~~ll{l41~cf-Gotamadharmasutra x, 16 
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western pacifists to interpret Buddha as a non-violent resister. 1 

This is correct so far as Buddha's opinion about individual beha­
viour is concerned, but it is wrong to think that Buddha condem­
ned warfare as such. It is true that he advised the king of Kosala 
against war on the Sakya republic but this was not on grounds 
of non-violence. 2 In the classic discussion of his political philo­
sophy, where he prescribed techniques for the maintenance of 
power in a republic, he is totally silent about non-violence. When 
his opinion was asked about the probable success of the N!agadhan 
imperialism against the republican states of eastern India, h~ does 
not condemn warfare as such. 3 In political practice, neither 
the Buddhist king Ajatasatru nor the Jaina kings like the Nandas 
ever thought of violence being contradictory to Dharma." 
Hence we do maintain that this notion that political violence 
is against Dharma is specifically the view of Asoka. We have 
instances of theorists before Asoka who maintain that violence is 
against Dharma so far as individual life is concerned. Asoka 
raised a problem which so far was concerned only with individual 
ethics to the level of governmental or kingly ethics. In the evolu­
tion of this idea the dominant factors were the influence of the 
psychological revulsion of Asoka at the horrors of the Kalinga 
war as well as the broadening of the Buddhist idea of non-violence. 
This view of Asoka marks a definite repudiation of the Kautilya 
view that political imperialism by violence is included in the 
scheme of the Dharma of the king. 

6. RAJADHARA-fA 

We shall now analyze the concept Rajadharma-the 
Dharma of the king, as referred to in the Dharmasutras, the 
Mahabharata and the Manusmriti. Although these books 
were written at different historical periods, we have deliberately 
chosen to treat them together for the sake of coordination 

r. Richard Gregg. The Power of Non-Violence (Philaddphia, 1934 ), pp. 
go, 202. 

2. Jayaswal, op. cit., II, I 10 ; Bandyopadhaya, op. cit., p. 300. 

3· Jayaswal, op. cit., I, 46. 
4· Mookerji, Hindu Civili~ation, op. cit., pp. 277, 20~J, 240. 
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d h . C' k arc definitely in-
an t ts 10r two reasons. First, these boo 5 . 
fl d b h . . d by Brahmamcal 

uence Y t e Brahmamcal world-vtew, an . 
I d . . f the Brahmm caste o not mean here neccssanly the vtcW o 
but the · d . d th•' Brahmanas as vtew propoun cd m the Vedas an ._ . ' 
distinguished from the Upanishadic idealism and ll.uddl11Sm. 
Second, these books treat the functions and duttcs of the 
king under the term R · dl C mon theological and . aJa tarma. om · 
phtlosophical presuppositions and the common concept of 
Dharma, which comprehends the facts and phenomena of indivi­
d.ual, social and political life, impart a great similarity to the 
Vtews fi • 'fi d . set orth in these books and therefore we arc JUStt IC 111 

treating them together. 

The Dharmasutras are the products of the period fmm the 
seventh to th h' d . I . . 1 0 t f e t 1r ccntunes, B. C. and even atel · u o 
the Dharm t · 2 Th . asutras developed the later Dharmasas 1 as. e 
chtcf Dhar B dl . masutra works arc those of Gautama, au tayana, 
Vas1stha and A I' h . pastamba. These books try to out met e canons 
of soclal cond . . d . . 1 
1 uct and also deal with royal duties, ctvtl an cnmma 
~w. They also contain references to the social customs of those 

ttmes, hut th · · · h · d · cy are dtdactlc and normative m t e1r stan pomt 

I. P.V. Kan.- · 1 · · I I' to the Dharmas -10 us l!utoryo.f Dlmrmasa.1tra Vol. II p.9fi5 ~~rs t 1at .a~con !ng 
and the fi a~!ra the kmg is not only the hc·ad of the: cival adnmustrataon 
authority i ountaan ?f the justice, but he is also the final controlling 
punish the nppreservmg n:ligious and spiritual institutions. The king is to 
think that .... eople _for the breaches of thr: rdigious and spiritual codes. I 

d n.ane faa)~ t · h d" · · · I t' · an external a . · o pomt out t e astmctaon between mterna rna avataon 
king. But intct•un. Only breaches in external action could be punished by the 
be controlled rrna: motivation which is the essence of spiritual life could not 

2 J I' >y t le coercive mechanism of the state. 
' I . u •us Jolly li: d L ) ' n the Dharm • rn u aw and Custom ( Calcutta, rg28 , p. 2, says : 
inheritance la:uva~ ... arc always found particular sections about the law of 
proper as it wa ~ government, k-gal procedure and other fcaturt"s of law 
of the Brahman: aught l!nd traditionally handed down in the oldest sch1Jol:1 
the general oiesi~ ~vcn m those cases where the Dharmasutra~ arc c;,lled by 
by their style wh~a~aon, Dharmasastra in Mss. they can he easily recognised 
for example the ac they. have in common with othca· Sutra-works such as, 
with the V;das i~r~mmatl~al and the philosCJphical Sutras. Thc·ir connection 
greater collection otst cvacfent wh~re they arc still handt"cl down as part of a 
such as, e.g. the A utras. bclongmg to one or another Sakha of the Veda, 
come dow;) to the p~stambaya, the very numerous metrical works which have 
first in form inas P hscnt Dharmasutras compos!'d partly or wholly in pro~e 
sloka~ ... Yet' thes~u~ as they arc .throughout writtC"n in verse, mostly in simp)~ 
esteemed and ill t '~arks, to whach the Manava-Dharrnasastra, the most h . . t d us nous of a\1 Indian law-books, belongs, appear partly to 

ave ongma c ou~ of the older Dharmasutras and arc, therefore, at all 
vents, connected With the Vedic literature, indirectly at least." 
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and any writer who constructs out of them a picture of the 
historical institutions and politics of those times will be mistaken. 

They can only supply some general hints and notions but no 
exact reference to what was actually taking place in the society 
of those times. 

The notion of social duty is central in the Dharmasutras. 

According to Gautama the Vedas are the source of Dharma. 1 

He also mentions the traditions and practices of those who know 

the Vedas and act in accordance with the Vedic injunctions 
as another source. Apastamba holds the consensus of those who 
know the Dharma and the Vedic literature to be authoritative 

about Dharma. 2 Baudhayana regards the Vedas to be the 
primary source of Dharma, the second is the Smriti. In their 

absence the properly initiated and disciplined persons are the 
authority on Dharma. 3 Vasistha hails the views of the Brahmins 
learned in the Vedas, in matters of Dharma.4 The l\1ahabharata 

glorified the notions of non-violence and compassion in its view 
of Dharma. "He who is the friend of all, is devoted to the ~ood 
of all, through actions, mind and speech, he knows Dharma."5 

The true and eternal Dharma is non-maliciousness towards 
all creatures, in action, mind and speech, as well as 

c0mpassion and gifts." 6 The Mahabharata refers to a 

I. Pandurang Vaman Kane, Histor:.v of Dlwrma.<aslra (Poona 1~)31J ), I, 4· 

2. t:p:f~: 'Sflnuf ~ 1-:\pastamba, I, 1, 2, 3 ; also 

~~q(ll!T: f:pll"liTuf sr~~Cf ij" ~ ~~ra- mStllf: I 

3· '\31lf~c) qlf: SI'Rrcf~ I ~ffiT fircfttr: I mft<:f: fu~+r: l 
' ' 

1· ci~~+tfc:~fqfum qlf:, ~1+T r~~: S[lfrrr+r , 
' ' ' 

• 5· Santiparva, cclxi, g. 
6. Ibid lxii, 21. Returning to the integral conncxion betwcrn Dharma 

and kingship the Santiparva (ix c, 4, 5, 8) says :-

'U'm "f"{fCf cf '<ill ~CJCCfT~q ~Rr I 

., :;:f~'<llf ~ :q"{fu ;:r"{Cfimcr lR~fu 11 

'<l~ ~Rr mrrf;:r '<TJfT umo:r fcrtOfu I 

cf 'UiifT ID<r tr~ mfta- ~ ~T q-f~: II 
~mr ~cr~+r'<l+r1 crcri!r +r~ 1 
)!~+t lgticr~ ~T tfTClT if q-p;fi!f II 

According to the Santiparva, Ibid, 12-20 and 33, Dharma has been created 



HINDU POLITICAL THOUGHT 

period of human existence when there was no coercion and 
no king. People were guided by Dharma and the prevalence 
of Dharma led to a completely stable existence. 

Manu exalts Dharma to the status of the supreme principle 
ofhuman life. lfDharma is maintained it prcsnvcs the person 
who maintaim it, but if it is violated it ruins the violator. 1 Accord· 
ing to Manu there are four sources through which Dharma can 
be known. The first is the Veda, the second, the Smritis, the 
third, the ways of life and conduct of good people and the fourth, 
what pleases the soul or self of a man. This latter source of 
Dharma postulates the possibility of a situation involving a 
conflict between the institutionalized structure of political power 
and the dictates of human conscience. Manu, however, does 
not raise the question in this Lutheran and Kantian form and 
hence does not answer it. According to Manu, Danda or the 
royal power of punishment in its double aspects of coercion 
and protection is equated with Dharma. This is important 
because it shows the great importance which Manu attaches 
to punishment in social life. J udical conflict should be settled 
with reference to Dharma in Manu's opinion. According to 
Manu the king shall establish a law what may have been practised 
by the virtuous, by such twice born men as are devoted to Dharma 
provided it be not opposed to the customs of countries, families 
~nd castes. He says that Dharma has to be protected because 
lf Dharma is allowed to be defeated by non-Dharma, it means 
that the councillors arc as good as dead. 

This analysis of the sources and function of Dharma leads 
us to the question of the meaning of Rajadharma. The word 

• 
Raja means a king. It is a very common word in Hindu 

by th~ God Svayambhu for the good of living beings. A king is he who 
conforms to the norm, of Dharma ; one who transgresses them is a Vrishala. 
Hence Dharma should be served with avidity and eager intensity becausl" 
A:lharma leads to social chao~ :-

a{Cllfl: «sr~ sr'iflij" Cfl (Cfll <Cfll :: 1 
1. Manusmriti, viii, 15; also-

arrm: q~) ~:p:f: 111~: ~ ~ :q I ( ~anuji, 1oll) 

Ol'fifi'fiju.mCRfAT ~~fit fcp:ft~ I 'Tl>id, ii, 13) 
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political literature and is found from the Vedas onwards. 1 The 
Dharmasutras prescribe a number of duties for the king and 

these are supposed to have Vedic sanction. The king was to 
wield the sceptre of punishment and if there was any mis­
carriage of justice or if the culprit escaped, the king was not 
only to compensate for the loss but to perform penance. This 
involves the notion of extra-political sanctions on the king for the 
violation of his duties. There is a great emphasis in Rajadharma 
on the idea of the protection of the fourfold social order. But 
in spite of this emphasis we do not find any support for the idea 
that the concept of Dharma implied some notion of the 
"balancing of the principles of authority and responsibility". 
We can only speak of a moral responsibility of the king and that 
also in a vague sense of "debt" to the people as found in the 
Asokan inscriptions. But we should not read into the ancient 
texts highly technical and legal constitutional notions. The 
Mahabharata speaks interchangeably of Dandaniti and Raja­
dharma but it gives primacy to the latter because it groups the 
chapters dealing with political matters under the heading of 
Rajadharma. According to this book the security and expan­
sion of the Vedic sacrificial system is dependent on the king's 
performing his duty. It conceives of the personification of 
Dharma as a god and identifies the king with that. It also 
speaks of the Dharma of the Kshatriya and comprehends under 
it self-abnegation, universal compassion, insight into the affairs 
of the world, security and social betterment by curing the diseased 
and afflicted. It says that the king who practices Dharma 
approximates to the position of a god while he who docs the 
reverse goes to hell. 

Manu advocates the supremacy of Dharma. 2 He says that 
if the king transgresses the injunctions of Dharma then he is 

2. Manusmriti vii, 10. 

m m~~lf ~ :q ~~ ror ~= , 
~ ~lff'~~lf~ fqqq~q ~;;:~:I 

-R. V., iii, 38, 6. 
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smitten to death by the Danda which is full of divine lustre. 
The king according to Manu should also take into cognisance 
Dharmas of castes, countries, guilds and families in settling the 
peculiar Dharma of each section. 1 Manu is a strong advocate of 
the moral roots of political power. H~ says that through want of 

discipline and humility ( fq;:p:r) many kings have perished. 

Vena, Nahusa, Sudas-the son of Pijavana, Sumedha and Ncmi 
perished because they neglected the concept of Vinaya. On 
the other hand, by virtue ofVinaya, Prithu and Manu (the first 
king) gained political power, Kubera acquired immense wealth 
and Visvamitra obtained the status of a Brahmin. Manu is 
an out-spoken champion of the moralisation of the concept 
of Dharma to which he ascribes a tenfold content-contentment, 
forgiveness, self-control, non-stealing, purification, self-restraint, 

intellectual firmness ( 'Cff:), knowledge, truthfulness and abstention 
from anger. This tenfold Dharma was to be adhered to con­
stantly by all the four Ashramas (Manusmriti vi, 91-92). 

The Rajadharma is definitely monarchical in its orientation. 
The attempt to comprehend all political things under the 
Dharmc:. of the king shows that Dharma is to be equated with 
the totality of all social and political as well as individual duties, 
obligations and functions of the king. The Arthasastra of 
Kautilya also had a monarchical orientation since it only devotes 

1. Manusmriti, viii, 41 :-

~T<rRl"'Cfl1Ts~"r'Cllfr.i:q 'Cf~ I 

~!f<f ~'Cfl1l~ ~'Cllf ~~ II 
This verse is of immense sociological significance because it indicate' 

the role of custom, conventions and tradition in social and political life. 
The kin~ is n':'t regarded as the lone regulator of the political universe. He is 
not the dctcrmmat.e human superior issuing decrees and arbitrary dispensations. 
He has to operate In a multi-a~sociational society. The various partial socit•ties 
have their own particular Dharma whereby they manifest their will. In 
setting the peculiar law of each and thercly in facilitating social and pol tical 
accommodation these Dharmas are significant-

(i) ~nfcr 'Cf~-Dharma of castes. 

(ii) 

(iii) 

(iv) 

~ ~-Dharma of Districts (e.g. of Kuru, Kasi etc., or of the 
inhabitants of one and the same village. 

~ q~-Dharma of merchants and husbandsmen. 

~ 'Ofi{-Dharma of families. 
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one chapter to the republican states. But as we have seen, the 
definition of the Arthasastra conceives of it as the science of the 
acquisition and prott'ction of territories. Contrasted with the 
Arthasastra, the Rajadharma chapters of the Dharmasutras, 
the l'vlahabharata and the l'vlanusmriti arc less emphatic in their 
conception of politics as an independent branch of knowledge. 
Kautilya writes a systematic treatise on things political. The 
Rajadharma tradtition produces no independent work. The 
Dharmasutras devote only a very small section to political things. 
The :Mahabharata is a great epic and only in one book ofit do 
we find political discussions. !\1anu has only one chapter on 
Rajadharma. 

7· DHARi\IA AND POLITICAL ETHICS 

The discussion of Rajadharma would not be complete with­
out a discussion of the relation between the notions of Dharma 
and political ethics. It is often asserted that some Hindu writers 
separate the science of ethics from the science of politics because 
they prescribe the use of assassination, espionage, etc. Before 
we discuss the problem I would like to refer to a few of such 
views held by Hindu writers. Kautilya refers to various means 
by which the enemy should be assassinated. He advocates 
espionage and battle of intrigues, gives a long list of drugs and 
black magic to ensure the destruction of the enemy and even 
goes to the length of asserting that money should be made by 
royal agents by playing upon the religious credulity of the 
people.l Hence some scholars say that according to Kautilya 

I. cr., M. ,,Vinternitz, Some Problems of llldiall Literature(Calculta 1925) 
p. 106 : "There is a strange discrepancy between this strict Bral;manicai 
religiosity of our author,, and t_he un.scrup~lousz~css \~ith which the same 
author recommends all kmds of cunnmg t~z~ks, Ill winch religious rites and 
religiosity of the people arc abused for pohllcal purposes... In this res ect 
the author of the Kautilya Arthasastra f!Iay be: compared to Machiavelli ~ho 
do~ z:tot shrink back. from reconun~ndmg the must abominable means for 
attauung an end, but zs, at the same time, a most orth<;>dox Christian and very 
rdigious.. On the. othc!; !~and, the often ~eaz:J. deszgnation of Kautilya as 
'th~ Indzan ~fac!uavclh ~s only partly. JUsllfi.:,d. There is one marked 
di~ere~ee between _the In_chan and the Itahan author. The latter is above all 
a ~ 1stor~a~ wl~o de~IVcd Ius _methods from the lesson of history. The historical 
pomt o! ~zew 1s enttrcly forezgn .to the author of the Arthasast,·a, who is a pure 
theoretician and only asks : winch methods are useful to a monarch for gainin 
and maintaining power and which are not?'' g 
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the end justified the means. In the Mahabharata, Bharadvaja 
says that a king desirous of prosperity should slay the individual 
who thwarts his purpose, be this person even his son, brother, 
father or friend. With ref en nee to the behavior of a king, he says: 
"When wishing to smite he should speak gently, after smiting 
he should speak gentler still, after striking off the head with his 
sword, he should grieve and shed tears." 1 Tli.e remnants of debt, 
fire and enemies increase over and over again, and hence the king 
should not tolerate the remnant. According to Bhisma, the king 
should learn both the path of Dha1 rna and that of non-Dharn:a. 2 

Bhisma advocated the seizure of the property of all except the 
Brahmins· and ascetics in times of crisis. He justified his view 
on grounds of the value of self-preservation. He further says 
that this policy is in accordance with the nature of Dharma 
of a Kshatriya. These views have occasioned the following 
comments by two modern Hindu writers. Ghosal writes with 
reference to Kautilya: "When we turn ......... to consider. .... . 
the author's attitude towards religion and morality, we find 

him following, as might be expected, in the footsteps of the 
early masters. We find him, in other words, frequently 
inculcating rules of a grossly unscrupulous nature on the plea 
of public interest and without the least pretence of moral 
disapproval. Thus Politics, distinguished as it is in the system 
of the Arthasastra as a separate science is, as before, 
further separated from the science of Ethics. "3 With reference 
to certain views of the writers mentioned in the :Mahabharata 
Bandyopadhaya states : " ...... the further importance of the 
Rajadharma chapters lies in the fact that they show a decided 
tendency towards the separation of ethics from the sacerdotal 
canon and in some chapters we find even a tendency towards 
the separation of politics from the traditional lines of ethical 
enquiry. 4 

1. Santiparva, ex!. 

2 . Santiparva, lxxx, 5· 

3 . Ghoshal, op. cit., p. 148. 

4. Bandyopadhaya, oft. cit., p. 271 ; also cf., Benoy Kumara Sarkar, 
The Positive Backbground of Hindu Sociology (Allahabad, 1921 ), II, 30·31. 

, ~.. ' 
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Before we analyze this problem of the relation between 
politics and ethics, we would like to say a few words about the 
Hindu view of ethics. Since the post-Vedic clays great stress was 
laid on truth as a cardinal moral virtue. 1 The Vedic poets 
pray for attaining truth by rejecting the untruth. In the Upa­
nishads there arc examples of kings who follow a moral life of 
philosophic detachment and inward contemplation. In Buddhism 
is found the concept of Sila which is the. generic name fer five 
card ina! moral virtues. The Yoga philosophy refers to the 
universal "great vows" of truth, non-violence, non-stealing, 
non-accumulation, and non-adultery. 2 But notwithstanding 
the distinction bchveen truth and untruth3 in the Vedic literature 
and the Buddhistic notions of Vinaya-discipline and Sila, 
Hindu writers do no speak of social versus ethical or political 
versus ethical. The notion of Varnashrama-the four castes 
and the four orders, all with their assigned specific tasks and 
duties-makes the problem of the extent to which a good citizen 

1. For ethical ideas in the Brahm:mas, H. Olden berg : Vorwisserzsclwftliche 
Wissmschajt, pp. 20 ff., S. Levi, La doctrine du Sacrifice dans lu Brahmanas, pp. 
156 ff., Levi quoted in \Vintcrnitz, op. cit., p. 2o8n. says : "lvforals have found 
11<? place in thi_s system : tl!e sacrifice _which .regulates th.c r~lationship of man 
with the god~ IS a mechanrcal operatron wlu.:h acts by rts mncrmost energy ; 
hidden in the bosom of nature, it only cm~rges under the magic action of the 
priest." "It is indeed difficult to conceive of anything more brutal or more 
material than the theology of the Brahmanas; the notions which custom has 
slowly refined and clothed with a moral aspect_, s~rprise us by their savage 
r~alism". Keith also is very sceptical of any ethrcs 111 the Brahman as. For a 
diffacnt' view, Radhakrishnan, Indian PhilostJjJ!ry I, chapters "The Hyrans of the 
Rigvcda" and "The Transition to the Upanishads". 

There is no justification for B. ?\f. Barua's view, Pre-Buddhistic Indian Philo­
sophy, p. 196, that the origin of Parsvanath's oql~~}'ll+Hi<f{, Mahavira's five 

great vows and of Buddha's five moral precepts ~~ lies in the ~­
fT.:!~ of Pravahana Jaivali. 

2. ~~l"f*"l'lit+illl'ictf.,g'?ll: mch:f1lff ~a+( 1-Yogasutra, ii, 31. 
The Mahayana Buddhism refers to the "q I {f.liefi "-the perfectibility of tram­
ccndcntal Virtues. 

3· G"l:C:CIT ~q olliCfi'll~'li\~lll'icf mfu: I 
" " " 
3f~cfSG;~;ID" ~ Sf~: 1-V. S. xix, 77· 

anT srcrcrcf <;ref "f~Tf+=I" ~~~ ~ U~ I 
' 
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can be a good man meaningless. There is no conflict between 

the pursuance of political life and the contemplation of Bra~~an. 
According to the Greek thinkers the citizen was to part1c1tate 
in civic and political activities and was to mould his life according 
to the ideals and patterns of the constitution. This implied that 
the virtues of the citizen were to be formulated relative to the 
spirit of the constitution. A good citizen in oligarchy will mould 
himself according to the oligarchic spirit and a good citizen 
in democracy will mculd himself according to the spirit of demo­
cracy. Thus relativism is characteristic of the virtues required 
from a good citizen. But the virtues of the good man were 
regarded as absolute and not relative to any specific const:~ution. 
Hence the virtues of the good man and those of the good citizen 
did not coincide in imperfect states. Only in the perfect state 
will the good citizen be also a good man. This distinction between 
the virtue of the good man and the good citizen is a very important 
point in Aristotle's Politics. But the sociology of the Varnashrama 
is oriented not to the political and constitutional differences but to 
the notion of Svadharma. The performance of one's own duties 
is the uppermost consideration. A good Kshatriya is one who 
faithfully adheres to the duties of the Kshatriya. A good Sudra 
is one who is faithful in the performance of his own specific 
Svadharma. There is no implication of superiority or inferiority 
of status. According to the Bhagavadgita whosoever performs 
his Svadharma, finally gains by virtue of that the realization 
of Brahman. Hence there is no conflict between the political, 
the social or the ethical. Adherence to Svadharma will be a 
social task, it will also serve the good of the kingdom, it will 
be an ethical imperative and if performed with the spirit of dis­
interestedness it will also lead to divine realization. As a matter 
of fact, I would say that according to the Vedic view, which was 
given a philosophic basis in the Mimansa system, there is no 
conflict even between the temporal and the spiritual. A man has 
to perform his own Dharma and this will result in the attainment 
both of mundane prosperity and spiritual good. The notion of 
the conflict between this world and a divine world is further 
obliterated by the metaphysics of Vedanta according to which 
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each human being is in essence the absolute.l Due to ignorance 
he is bound by the limitations of empirical particulars and 
relative phenomena. He can attain the ultimate knowledge 
and realize his eternal spiritual essence. There is really no quaJi;. 

- tative transition from the terrestrial status to the divine status. 
A man docs not pass from the earthly city to the divine city 
after death. There is no conception of two distinct cities or two 
different kingdoms. It is only one homogeneous reality. Only 
because of the blinding power of ignorance man docs not know 
his inmost self which is spiritual. If the separatist particularizing 
action of egoistic ignorance ceases, man comes to realize 
the supreme spirit. There is no existence of any worldly 
phenomena or ignorance for him. He is aware only of the eternal 
spiritual presence. Hence there is a fundamental difference 
between this philosophical outlook and the view of those thinkers 
who maintained a basic qualitative difference between God and 
human beings. It is the virtual difference between spiritual 
monism and religious monotheism. Thus the idea ofVarnashrma 
and the metaphysical views of the Vedanta warn us against 
reading Aristotelian 2 and Augustinian 3 ideas into Hindu social 
philosophy. 

According to the Varnashrama theory each man is to pursue 
the task assigned to him in accordance with his particular caste 
and particular order in life. A king has his own duties. He 
has to carry on the duties of the Kshatriya householder. So 

1. B. A. U., I, 4, IO; Chandogya, vi, 
cr. Samkara on the Brahma-sutra I' I' 4 :-

"dHII'i'IICilfffif~Wf~ ~~~~~~I ~ ~ ~ 
mf'{tcr "'I ij I Cf Cl ~I d ~@I c+i ~ ~ell '1 Cf 'il "l ...... <;f~liTCfll fettcCI srfu­
mafu ~I!IT ~em: ~If'S! I( .. ~: I ONmT '<;r&J"~' ~fu I dt'il~~ rJTWT­
~~a-C{Cffif"'"T l{cr ri ~lf: ijqffUr 'ill d <I fOr -sn:rrurrf.r'' r 

2. Aristotle, Politica, iii, I 176 b ; Nicomaclzcan Ethics, 1130 b, discusses the 
q.u~stion of the identity or otherwise of the virtue of a good man and a good 
cllzzcn. 

3· St. A~:~gustinc's theory of the transmutation of the terrestrial social 
co'?sciousncss .mto the illun;inatcd di~ine consciousness. De Jv/agistro, Rctrac­
t~tzons,. C01!{emons and Th~ Crty.of G_od dzscuss Augustine's substitution of Plato's 
dzalccuc by the theory of lllununat10n. 
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long as he is true to his dutic:s which have been prescribed by 
the Vedas and elaborated by the Smritis he is a good man acd 
is a good citizen. So long as he is a householder he is caring for 
his mundane prosperity. When the time comes for retirement, 
he can give up political duties and concentrate on austerities, 
meditation and God-realisation. From this type of synthetic 
world-view Kautilya and the other writers discuss the duties 
of Dharmas of the king. If Kautilya prescribed a dynamic 
game of power, he is not conscious of doing something intellec­
tually shocking. If he would have been conscious of saying 
something against Dharma, he would not have said : "The 
king who administers (the kingdom) according to Dharma, 
evidence, history and institutional practices and royal edicts, 
will be able to conquer the whole world bound by the four 
quarters." 1 

Kautilya prescribes four ways of conquering the earth and 
after having given the details of each he says that having con­
quered the earth the king should enjoy it according to his own 
Dharma. 2 He refers to three types of conquerors according to 

I. Arthasastra, iii, 1, English translation by me . 

• 2 .. Arthasastra, xiii, 4; Kautilya describes the four ways of conquering 
tcrntones :-

(I) After having seized the territory of the enemy close to his country, 
the conqueror ( ~l!) should direct his attention to that of the Madhyama 

king ; this being realized, he should catch hold of the neutral king ( '3~) · 
. (2) In the absence of the Madhyama and neutral kings, the king s~uuld 

fascmate an~ please the hearts of the enemy's subjects. (TITTfct:(P'l"'lif{ 
51'~: B"rcn:rq:). Then he should direct his attention to other remote 

enemies. ( mr: ~: s:r~:) . 
(3) .In ~he absence of the circle of the states to be conquered, he should 

conquer ~Is fnend or his enemy by hemming each between his own . force and 
that of hiS enemy Or that of his friend respectively. ( ~ ~ f~ qf 

qr~~: ~i:ft~~<r m~). "' 
(4) He may put down an almost invincible immediate enemy ( :(f<flf• 

~ CfT ~ mi:fllq:) . Having doubly enhanced his ~ower by this 
victory, he may proceed against a second foe ; having trebled Ius strength by 
this victory he may attack third. 

These al'e the four methods of conquering the earth. Kautilya prescribes 
fiv« methods of reducing a fort to submission :-

{I; ~::;rrti--1u\6gue. 
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the criteria-whether they are satisfied with mere submission 
or with submission and monetary gains or with destruction of 
the cncmy. 1 He calls the third by the name of Asuras-demons, 
perhaps implying thereby his disapproval of the ways of ruthless 
power-seekers. According to the traditional Hindu view which 
is fully subscribed to by Kautilya it is the duty of a Kshatriya 
king to expand his territories and conquer the enemies. Rama 
and Krishna, who arc regarded as incarnations of God, take 
recourse to some actions which can be considered against Dharma, 
but those actions have been regarded as necessary for the main­
tenance of Dharma itself. Kautilya, it is true, catalogues the 
ways of poisoning and drug-making, but it is only necessary 
for the pursuit of warfare which it is the duty of a king to under­
take. Hence from the theoretical standpoint of the philosophical 
implications of social Dharma we do not see how Kautilya 

(2) 31'~- Espionage. 

(3) Cfllrif-Winning O\'er the affections of the people in the 
enemy's territory. 

(4) 'P!•qrn;:r-Sicgc. 

(S ) 3fCflicf --Attack. 

But having outlined these technics for amassing imperialistic power, 
Kautilya faithfully pays his homage to the concept of ~-~~ :q 
qf~<rr FcnrCffiCf~Jll~lft ~Cfl{ur ~:ifm ' 
~ ~ 

I. Commenting upon the historical and political factors behind the exal­
tation of warfare in ancient Indian thought, P.C. Chakravarti, Tile Art of JVar 
in Ancient India (Dacca, 1941 ), p. 192, says: ".In the congerie-s of small states 
into which India was habitually c!ividcd! oftr~ ~v1thout natural frontiers marking 
them off into separate gcographlc~lum_t~, nul:ta!)' strength was the only gua­
rantee not merely against strong nvals m the neighbourhood but against the 
subtler forces of internal disintegration. But there was perhaps a deeper reason 
behind this ceaseless advocacy of war. The Hindus, it is well known, had 
evolved a synthesis out of the heterogenous mass of customs, traditions values 
taste>, and beliefs, held by the various tribes and races inhabiting ;his vast 
continent. This synthesis was already a well established fact before the rise of 
M:J.Urya empire, and was never seriously disturbed till the advent oflslam. But 
there was nothing corresponding to this cultural unity in the political sphere. 
From very early times, therefore, men longed to set up a common political 
organisatiC?n for the whole country. This ~onging gave _birth to the concept 
Cakravartm or Sarvabhauma.... The motive force belund the endless cam­
paigns and expeditions of the Mauryas and the Guptas, of the Gurjara-Pratiharas, 
the Palas and the Rastrakutas docs not seem to have been mere ambition, 
a passion for conquering for the sake of conquering-, but a conscious or 
unconscious urge to bring the whole country under one single hegemony." 
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discards ethical and moral considerations. 1 He would not pres­
cribe that a Vedic student or an ascetic should give up studies 
or ascetisism and take to warfare because to do so would amount 
to transgressing Dharma. Every person has his own Dharma 
and if he tries to puruse it efficiently he is not committing any 
sin. 2 As has been already pointed out, Kautilya never repudi­
ates the transcendental goal accepted in the contemporary 
society. It cannot be said that Kautilya separates politics from 
ethics in view of his acceptance of the traditional theological goal 
of the attainment of heaven, as well as of ethical virtues like 
self-restraint and discipline. 3 He has his own ideas of professional 
ethics which is in consonance with the concer-t of Dharma" 
which is a generic term and comprehends political, social, ethical 
and religious considerations. 6 

I. Ethics can be divided into two sections-personal ethics and ~ocio­
political ethics. So far as personal ethics is concerned, Kautilya is an emphatic 
and determined exponent of the moral philosophy of kingship. He is remark­
able in his in~istence on the conquest of the scmes. In the Arthasa~tra, ix 7, 
he says that intensity of lust and other appetitics provokes one's own P~'~ple 
while lack of policy creates enemies. Hence according to him sensuality and 
impolicy arc species of demonic actions ( ~~"U<£fu:) , In his remarkable 
~tres' on tlw conquest of passion Kautilya <1ppcars to me to be a sage and 
seer and not a mere political thinker. But according to the framework :u d 
method of argumt:ntation of those days conquest, even rdcntltss and ruthless 
conquest, was a part of the socio-political ethics ( ~~Pf) of the king. 
Kautilya pr~scribed technics of imperialism. It is true hcwcvcr, that hf" ter.ds 
to become an unscruplous imperialist. ' 

2. Adhering to this traditional Hindu theory of the supreme validity of 
~.:pf, Manu says that fighting is the 'Cflt of the king.-

~~eN ~ ~: qw,llr$1\Jll: I 
if ~a ~?,l~ ~~II l'vlanusmriti vii, H7. 

3· ~~ ~ ~ ~ ~ I aR!;CcfiT~ m t... arfq.:Cli 
~cril:rfu 1-1\r~ha•astra vi, 2. " "' 

4· Cf. N.C. Bandyopadhyaya : Kauti0a p. 47 : "Kautilya's social it!cal 
was very high. Indeed it was higher for the age in which he Jiv1~d. Yet, in 
spite of this, his enemies accuse him for his inhuman methods in politics. But ... 
Kautilya strove f'Jr a higher tone in social and political life. The inhuman 
methods of waging war for attaining ·supremacy ·in politics arc indeed 
to be found in his book but, they arc the usages of the world in which he lived 
and were not his own inventions." 

5· \Vc have tried to analyse the concept of the Dharma of the king 
according to Kautilya. If we take up an idealistic or intuitional ethical approach 
we can say that he is unmindful of moral considera ions. Suppose we adhere 
to the code of morality of the N~w Testament or of Buddhism or of Leo Tolstoy. 
then we can criti~ize K.autilya. :Sut so lo!lg a~ we want to discuss.what cthic.al 
and moral consJderallons Kaulllya had m mmd and how far d1d he rcmam 
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Passing now to an analysis of the views of Bharadvaja who 
has been regarded as the advocate of cold, calculating treachery 
and heartless cruelty, we find that some scholars have been busy 
condemning him rather than understanding his philosophical 
presuppositions and sociological conclusions. Of course what 
Bharadvaja says looks shocking if divorced from its context. 
But the occasions of the discourse should be remembered. 
Yudhisthira asks Bhisma in the 11ahabharata how a king should 
act when Dharma and people have declined and ceased to func­
tion and robbns and evil-mongers are infesting the country. 
Bhisma narrates to him the dialogue of Bharadvaja which 
inculcates a policy for times of crisis. The Sanskrit word Apad­
dharma or the Dharma to be followed in time of trouble and crisis 
has its use and operation when normal activities are not per­
formed due to the appearance of abnormal difficulties. According 
to a Hindu notion, this "Dharma of crisis'~ can allow a man to 
transgress some of the injunctions of the Dharma of ordinary 
normal life. But this "Dharma of crisis" is certainly never the 
routine way of action. I\ lore than that, Bhisma quotes Bharad­
vaja's statements to the effect that these so-called base and cntel 
measures should never be used, except to counteract the machi­
nations of enemies. "A person (or king) should never act in 
accordance with these rules. These measures laid down by me­
should b~ taken recourse to only in times of extremes of distress. 
Inspired hy the motive of doing good to you, I have said this for 
instructing you in counteracting the use of these measures by the 
enemy."l Hence in view of these presuppositions and conclusions 
of Bharadvaja we arc doing an injustice to him if we say that he 
negates all moral and ethical considerations. He is not formulat­
ing a complete political philosophy but is trying to prescribe 

faithful to them, we should coafinc oursdeves to studying the problem as to 
whether he was conscious of ddiberatdy presenting any goal or code of action 
and behaviour which would be unethical and immoral. \Ve have no evidrnce 
to show that Kautilya knew he was saying something against Dharma. It is 
quite a different matter if his view of Dharma may strike us to be morally shock­
ing or at least morally neutral to a cril ;c trained in different notions of social 
ethics. Dut notwithstanding this th~oritkal defence of the eonceptulll structur 
of Kautilya's politics, we can say that from a normal moral standpoint hi~ 
political ideals and methods appear ruthless and relentless. ' 

I. Santiparva, cxl, 70, my English translation. 
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son1e measures which could be used only in extreme cases and 

only to foil their use by the enemies. 
So far as the immorality in the statecraft of Bhisma is con­

cerned, it should be borne in mind that his prescription of the 
policy of unjust financial extortion from subjects occurs in the 
last chapter of the Rajadharma section of the Santiparva, which 
markes the trasition to the Apaddharma chapters of the book. 
Bhisma refers to those techniques of extortion only when 
Yudhisthira asks the former's views about how a king should act 
when the treasury is empty, the army is small, and he has not 
friends and allies and is troubled by enemies. Hence here 
also is present the same situation of the "Dharma of distress". 
Bhisma is emphatic in his statement that nothing can equal 
the Dharma of a king but the situation is complicated in times 
of distress and requires a different policy. He definitely indicates 
his disapprobation from the standpoint of normal times, of the 
techniques used in times of distress. He is still careful to assert 
his settled and ultimate political view that in times of peace, 
one should not desire treasury or heaven or any covetable object 
by transgressing the canons of Dharma. But he says that when 
people arc put to extreme troubles then they can maintain them­
selves by taking recourse even to unrighteous means. Thus we 
find that the problems of Kautilya, Bhisma and Bharadvaja 
were different from the modern juxtaposition of politics and ethics. 
They have to be understood in terms of Dharma and "Dharma 
of distress." 1 

I· . I was very happy to discover that D. Mackenzie Brown in his book 
The IVhr/e Un:zbrel/a has almost a similar approach to the proble-m of rcali~m 
and J?harma 1~ Hindu political thought. He says : "1 hcse rulc-s of diplomacy 
pronc!c us wtth some of the most cold-blooded Machiavclli;~n reali~m in the 
hi~tory o_f political theory.... Such politics, however, were considered prorer 
only iu tm1es of national disaster, or, at least, they and their material ob~ccti:-ocs 
were relegated to a comparatively low scale of value in contrast to the !ugh 
codes and goals of the Dharma--especially in the field of domestic administra­
tion. (P. 23 ). He adds further : "In its political phases, a notable feature 
of the Santifarva is the contrast between the rules laid down lor normal govern­
ment and those propounded for critical per;ods. The section dealing wit~ periods 
of disaster contains some of the most cold-blooded realism in the lus~ory of 
politica.l theory. Unless the ~odern.r~ader fully appreciates the tenaCity ::!;:.d 
restrainmg power?~ Dh~rma m traclttwnal Ind1an government, he. may cas1ly 
conclude that cyn1c1sm 1s the guiding tenet of the author ol Sanlljmn·~·. But 
behind all the brutal expediencies there remains an ultimate account;;bJhty to 
the rule of Dharma" (p. 37 ). 
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8. POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY OF THE 
:BHAGAVADGITA 

153 

The most elaborate discussion of the relationship of Dharma 
and violence has been attempted in the Bhagavadgita. The 
occasion of the teachings contained in this philosophical poem 
is the desire of withdrawal from warfare of At:juna, the hero of 
the Pandavas, when the latter were arrayed in battle to fight 
their enemy, the Kauravas. Arjuna is affected by a sense of 
deep grief and remorse at having to fight his own kith and kin 
for the sake of mere gains and political acquisitions. To pacify 
his feelings of grief and terror, Krishna, who is supposed to be 
the incarnation of the God Vishnu in Hindu tradition, puts for­
ward various arguments to support warfare for the maintenance 
of Dharma. The metaphysics of political violence as found in 
the Gita is something unique in Hindu social philosophy. In 
the Upanishads and Buddhism, in spite of the ethical doctrine 
of non-violence, the question of political violence is not raised. 
Asoka for the first time condemns political violence as being 
opposed to Dharma. But in spite of the reference to love and 
transcendental good resulting from a "conquest by Dharma" 
no metaphysical discussion of the problem of political violence 
is found in the inscriptions of Asoka. The Gita discusses the 
problem of political violence not only as an ethical question but 
raises the problem to a metaphysical level. 

The Gita provides ample opportunity for the exercise of 
dialectical and philosopical skill, to philosophers and inter­
preters.1 Samkara interprets it as a document of monistic meta­
physics which relegates all human actions to the secondary and 
lower phenomenal level. The school ofRamanuja understands the 

1. "According to Boltzmann it is a Vishnuite remodelling of a pan­
theistic po<"m ; according to Hopkins it is a Krislmaite wrsion of an old 
Vishnuite p'lcm, which in tum was a late Upanishad; according to Dcusscn it 
is a late product of the degeneration of the monistic thought of the Upanishads 
representing the period of transition from theism to realistic atheifm ; according 
to Garbe it is the text-book of the Bhagavatas revised in a Vcdantic sense by 
the Brahmanas; according to Macnicol it is rightly to be described as an 

Upanishad which, though it has more unity than most of the kind, contains inter­
polations emphasizing the view of one school or another" ; H. C. Ray­
chaudhry, The Early History of the Vaislmo;;a S.ct (Calcutta, 1936 ). 
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Gita as a gospel of metaphysical Vishishtadvaitism and devotional 
mysticism.l The Gita has been one of the most important 
intellectual foundations of modern Indian nationalism and hence 
political leaders of modern India have interpreted it in their own 
way. 2 Lokamanya Tilak regarded the gospel of disinterested 
~ction, as an independent and even primary way to God-realisa­
tion, to be the central teaching of the Bhagavadgi ta. 3 Aurobindo 
interprets the Gita as a metaphysic of the fusion of spiritualized 
action and supramental mysticism. 4 I feel that all these positions 
can be partially substantiated by quoting some verses or other of 
the Gita. None of these interpretations is the final and decisive 
word on the scripture. 

1. Ramanuja's Bhasya on the Gita, ii, 12; XIII, 2. 

2. The Gita profoundly influenced the life and thnu~ht of Vivekananda, 
Tilak, Malaviya, Gandhi, Shradrlhananda, Lajpat Rai and Aurobindo. The 
gosp~J of selfless action of th(! Gita was interpreted to imply a st·lflcss fight 
against British impcrialisin. The idea of the eternal substantiality and immuta­
bility of the Atman was a great sobce in a struggle in which the two ~ides were 
unevenly balanced. 

3· According to Tilak the central emphasis of the Gita is on Karma yoga 
harmoniscd with knowkdgc and devotion. The import of the Gita is to explain 
the character of the great men of action { Cfilf::r)~) by means of the fmion 
·nf Advaita Vcdantism and Bhal<ti. 

~ m ~q 101 llii"ffli ( lfe<f 'i:f l-B. G. viii, 7· 
' ~ ...:.. ...:> ~ 

. · Tilak is constantly referring to the superiority of the Karma yoga of the 
G~t~ ~o the concept of action as hdd in the Mimansa philosophy and in Kan tian 
cnlJCJsm, Comtcan pmitivism and Mill's utilitarianism but docs not criti< ize 
the social conservatism of the Gila. 

.. "<fun' 'fiT ~!f ~~~~~<fiT i"f{f ~' f.t:i ~~"1HUTT if; f~ 
Cfi'ID o~r ~r "flfQQ: 1 rftm~rrf~ Cfi'T mcvt ~ ~. fCfi' ~f\if­
~~ ~ 91-ffr +rr ~\ \3'ij'll m ~tr<fif( :filf ~~ri ~ ~· ~ 
;;rrl:f, ~ \j~~~'fion ~~ ~~ 3ffi'f9~ ctT fuf:a ~i" 

Ral Gangadhara Tilak, Gita-Rahasya, Poona, 1925, p. 496. 
4· Sri Aur~bindo, Essays on the Gila, 2 vols. (Calcutta). The highest 

me~s~.~e ?f the Gila, according to Aurobindo, is the transmutation of human 
.acll'.r~ty mto a C~)lnprchcnsivc divine activity, after the integral realisation 
of spmtual consc10u~ness. A supreme clivine realisation and a spirit of ~elf­
surrender ~ake possible a divine work raised above the petty tumults of the 
human mmcl and t~e partial limitations and determinations of the ego. 
But I feel that Aurol~mdo exaggerates the esoteric side of the Gita and has 
not been successful m evolving a consistent theoretical scheme harmonising 
.cosmic transc~d.cn~e and the human activity of the God-becoming man. 
He unduly ~mimiscs the force of the ethics and the metaphysics of political 
violence wh1ch have been elucidated with tremendous vehemence in the 
second chapter of the Cita. 
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As I sec it, the Gita, as it stands today, is an attempt 
towards the synthesis of the theory of social action, Samkhya 
dualism and Ved:mtic monism. Hence the majority of the 
interpreters emphasize only those verses which corroborate 
their own specific presuppositions. Therefore, I think that the 
various interpreters from Samkara downwards referred to 
above arc only partially justified in their points of view. 
The references to warfare in the Gita are interpreted by 
Mahatma Gandhi as referring allegorically to the eternal 
battle between the good and the evil raging in human hearts.l 
I do not see any historical or literary justification for such a 
standpoint in the Gita. More than that, there was no necessity 
for referring to non-violence in the Gita. The person to whom 
the teachings arc addressed had already suffered a physical and 
moral crisis and was going to renounce warfare and perhaps 
even become a monk. It was to convince him of the necessity 
and moral justifiability of war that the Gita was taught. Hence 
I think that historically and also from the standpoint of the actual 
literal meaning of the text of the book, it is the classic defence of 
warfare for the preservation of Dharma. We shall now analyze 
the various reasons and grounds advanced by Krishna to impel 
Arjuna to join the battle. First, the social reasons for the partici­
pation in a war for the maintenance of righteousness shall be 
discussed. Second, we shall expound the metaphysical justifi­
cation of violence. 

In the beginning of the book Krishna appeals to Arjuna to 
take the bow and fight, on the very pragmatic grounds of the 
attainment of concrete results in this life and heaven after death. 2 

He also says that if Atjuna would not fight he would lose his 
prestige and the loss of honour for a distinguished person would 

I. l\1ahatma Gandhi, Anasaktiyoga (Ahmadabad) ; In Non-Violerzre in 
Peace and J.V.1r, Ahmadabad, 1942, p. •H9, G:mdhi says : •'He who would 
be a•11rakta (~elflr=s>) Ins necessarily to practise non-violence in order to attain 
the state of selfle~mess. Ahimsa is, therefore, a necessary preliminary, it is 
included in a11asakti, it docs not go beyond it ... I interpret the Gita to mean 
that, if its central theme is a11asakti, it also teaches ahimsa". 

2. Bhagavadgita, ii, 37· The abbreviated form B. G. has been used for 
the Bhagavadgita. 
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be a greater evil than death itself.l He is very emphatic in 
asserting that if Arjuna were victorious he would gain prestige 
and enjoy the earth but even if he died he would enjoy the 
blessings of heaven because he would die while performing his 
duty or Dharma. 2 

The main reason, then, for the defence of war is the notion 
of "one's own duty."3 The "inherently natural duty (Karma) 
of the Kshatriya is bravery, brilliance, courage, intentness, not 
running away from the battle, generosity, and exercising autho­
rity (over subject people)."~ This scheme of duties of the 
Kshatriya caste to which Arjuna belongs has been fixed by God 
himself and hence should not be transgressed. If any person 
renounces his own particular vocation and wants to take up the 
duties of another caste, he creates social confusion. a According 

1. B. G., ii, 36 ii, 32. 
2. Ibid., ii, 37· 

. 3· Zeno,. the founder of Stoic philosophy, is credited with having popu­
lansed the notion of duty in Western thought. Although the notion of duty 
?eveloped. under Hebraic and Christian influences, Kant was the greatest 
~nfluencc In .modern western thought emphasising duty as the central category 
In moral existence. cr. Plato : "And when individuals arc doing their own 
work, are they doing what is just or unjust? \Nhat is just, certainly." 1 Alcibiades 
127. "And the division of labour which required the carpenter and the shoe­
maker and the rest of the citizens to be doing each his own buisncss, and 
not ~nothe~'s, ~vas a shadow ofjustice,and for that reason it was of use? Clearly. 
But ~~ reahty JUStice was such as we were describing, being concerned however, 
not with the outward man, but with the inward, which is the true self and the 
conc~rnm!!nt .of man"-Rejmblic, 443· Often the Platonic theory of social 
stratificatiOn 1s compared with that of the Gita. The concept of division of 
labour i~ equivalent to the ~qf<f~H~: of the Gita but judged in the 
perspective of the context Plato's orientation is sociological while that of the 
Gita is. theological. This conclusion is substantiated by Plato's remarks 
concermng .the Phoenician myth : "for if the son of a golden or silver parent 
has an admixture of brass and iron, then nature orders a transposition of ranks, 
and the eyt; of the ruler must not be pitiful t•Jwards the child because he has 
to descend m the scale and become a husbandman or artisan, just as there may 
be sons of artisans who having an admixture of gold or silver in them arc raised 
to honour, and become guardians or auxiliarics."-RcfJublic .. 4'5· The 
Gita, on the other hand, "tolerates" the other castes e.g. ft=;p.:rT Cf~~-
~srffitsf(r mR=r q-q ilfuq- I" 
~ ' 

4· B G. xviii, 43· The English translation is by B. S. Sukthankar 
who has translated Tilak's Gila Rahas;·a into English. 

5· The COf!Cept o\ social harmony dt;pendcnt on t~e a?herencc to the 
ideal of mutuality, reciprocity and intelligent eoope1:at1ve mter~cpendence 
is mainly a Hellenic conception and it has been stressed m modt;rn times ~y th.e 

ositivists and the sociologists of the Solidarity school. B~t th1s conception IS 
~ot for.:ign to Indian thought. It is very true that there IS no exact concept 
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to the Gita, the man who is engaged in the performance of his own 
duties which have befallen him as a result of his inherently 
natural qualities acquires perfection. He can obtain the highest 
perfection by worshipping "that being from which creation 

proceeds and who is immanent in the Universe," with the dis­
interested but devoted performance of his duties. 1 Sometimes it 

would appear that one's inherently natural duty is full of faults 

but still it should be performed because it is difficult to find 
any activity or object that is not mixed up with some kind of 
defect.2 Hence one should perform his functions, even if the 

duties of somebody else may appear capable of easy perfor­
mance. Such a performance of one's duties does not result 

in any evil. 3 Therefore Krishna says : "Besides, even if you 

consider your own duty, you ought not to falter, because there 
is nothing more meritorious to a Kshatriya than warfare enjoined 
by duty. And 0 Partha f this war, which is indeed a door of 
heaven, found open without effort, falls to the lot of only those 
Kshatriyas who are fortunate. But, if you will not carry on this 

(for you) righteous warfare, then you will have abandoned your 
duty and lost your honour, and incurred sin".4 Thus, according 

to the Gita, performance of one's duties leads to no sin and 
warfare being a part of the duty of the Kshatriya is absolutely 
a moral duty. 5 This view clearly shows that according to the 

in Sanskrit answering to harmony. But there arc at least two ssuggcstions in 
the Bhagavadgita which support the _no~ion of social cooperation. First, 
Arjuna had emphatically stressed the s1gmficancc of the maintenance of the 
Dharmas of the castes and the eternal Dharmas of the family. ( ;;rrfuq+rf: 

~~ ~C:RfT:). This shows tl~at he believed in the continuity of 
tradition through adherence to the soc1al customs and family conventions. 
Secondly, some conception of social cooperation is implied in the concept of 
Yajna, through which all people arc to make efforts for total betterment : 
q~ ~~: ~lf: trol~ 1-B. G. iii, II. 

I. D. G., xviii, 46. 
2. Ibid, xviii. 48. 
3· Ibid, xviii, 47· 
4· Ibid., ii, 3I·33· 
5· The concept of Svadharma-one's own duty, has often been compared 

to the Kantian view. According to Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, Abbot's 
E. T., p. 305 : "Virtue is not merely a self-constraint, but is also a constrant 
according to a principle of inward freedom, and therefore by the mere idea of 
duty, according to its formal law." "The agreement of an action with law of 
duty is its legality ; that of the maxim with the law is its morality. Maxim 
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Bhagavadgita the notion of one's duty or Dharma is cquaivalent 
to caste duty and not to rational duty. According to this view 
there can be no conflict of individual reason and socio-moral 

obligation. The latter in conclusive. 1 

Furthermore, protection of the virtuous and dt:struction of 
the unrighteous is the purpose for which God incarnates himself 
in human form.:! In this case the party of the Pandavas is 
favoured by the incarnation of God because they arc fighting for 
their rightful political share in the kingdom. The Kauravas arc 
the party representing unrighteousness. Hence if A1juna would 
participate in the warfare he would not only be discharging his 
own duties but would cooperate in the maintenance of the 
social structure for the preservation of which God himself has 
been embodied in human form. He would be doing a duty dear 
to God himself. 

So far, the social grounds for the justification of violence 
and warfare have been analysed. Henceforward the mctaphy-

is t~Je subjective principle of action, which the subject makes a rule to itself." 
(lb1d., p. 282 ). But it should be pointed out that there is one great difference 
bctwce11: the Kantian moral rigorism and the categorical in1perative and the 
standp01_n! of the Gita. According to Kant internal moral judgment is an essential 
precondition of the moral quality of an action. Although the Gita inclulcates 
that a man's Karma, Dhriti and Buddhi slwuld be Sattvika-pure, still it 
makes no correlation between autonomous rational judgment and action. 

. I. Comparing the Gita's notion of spiritualized activity with Fichtcan 
c~lllcs' Sch~veizcr, op. cit., pp. 192-93 says : "llccausc he promises a wor!J­
ncw of eth1cal world and life affirmation, Fichte has to attribute the im­
portance of ethical activity to the participation by man in the play staged 
J;!Y G~d. Therefore he ventures on the violent proceeding of ddining ethics 
m qu!te general terms as the subjection of the world of the senses to reason. 
Startmg from the conception of Divine activity which he has fnrmcd for 
him5clf, he gives human activity a meaning. In the llhaga,·adgita, on the 
other ha?d, man plays a part in the drama from a blind sense of duty, with­
o~t seekmg ~o find out its meaning, and, along with that, the meaning of 
h1s own actwn. 

. The rclatiomhip between the philosophy of Fichtc and the Bh:-~gavad-
gtta goes so !ar that Fichte too regards as the highest acti\ity that by which 
man enters mto the sen· ice of the order of the universe. The duties which 
in his opinion stand in the front rank are not, as would be in harmony with 
the spirit of the age, the general duties based on the ethical nature of man, 
bilt those which result from his social position, his profession and his special 
endowments." Against this view of Schweirzcr I, would only refcr to the 
sociological and metaphysical arguments which have been advanced by the 
author of the Gita to support the plea for righteous violence which was 
involved in the specific duties of A1juna. There is no 'blind sense of duty• 
involved there. 

2. D. G., iv, 7-8. 
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sical foundations shall be discussed. These are threefold : ( 1) the 
idea of human beings being only agents and only apparent 
doers of actions, God himself really doing everything ; (2) the 
idea of the immortality of the human self-the Atman who is 
neither slain, nor docs he slay anybody ; (3) the metaphysics of 
non-dualism-whatever is, is the absolute. According to this 
view there is no real subject and no objective predicate but one 
absolute spiritual bcing. From this point of view nobody is 
slain, nobody is the slayer. It is all one unitary being. This view 
entails the distinction between two levels of predication-at the 
empirical or the phenomenal level and at the transcendent or 
absolute level, a view found both in the philosophies of Samkara 
and Nagarjuna. 

Atjuna was reluctant to engage in warfare because he did 
not want to commit the cruel deed of _killing. Krishna showed 
him the "cosmic form" of God which is eloquently described 
in the Gita. 1 In this world-vision Atjuna found that all the 
great heroes he was reluctant to kill were already rushing towards 
their death. He perceived that the scheme of cosmic sacrifice 
was proceeding forth without any human instrumentality, by 
the sheer force and dynamism of the omnipotent will of God. 
When Arjuna has seen this "world vision" and was psychologically 
convinced of the egoistic vanity involved in thinking that it was 
he who would be killing somebody, Krishna told him that God 
was the destroyer of peoples, the "immensified death" to kill 
cverybody.2 He passionately pleaded that even if Atjuna would 
not be there, the different warriors in the various armies were all 
going to die. Hence he exhorted him to fight and wi_n the 
opulence of the earth and not be worried by the feeling over the 
imminent death of soldiers because they were already dead and he 
was only an apparent instrument for their death and not the 

real cause of it. 
This same idea that Arjuna is not the real killer but only 

the apparent agent or instrument is also substantiated from 

x. B. G., xi, t;:-46. 
2. Sri Aurobindo, Tlze Ideal nf the Karma)ogin 

56-61. 
(Calcutta, 1945), pp. 
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the Samkhyan view. According to the Samkhya philosophy 
there are only two substances in the world : ( 1) nature and 
( 2 ) human selves-Purusas.1 The human Purusas arc entangled 
in the web of nature and thus destroy their luminous purity and 
state of detachment. Krishna asks Arjuna to realize that all 
actions are really performed by the executive operative mecha­
nism of nature. 2 Human beings arc only silent spectators. 
Hence even from this Samkhya standpoint Arjuna is to realize 
that he is not the real doer but that the deeds arc performed 
by nature and hence he should not be worried and should begin 
the fight, in the self-consciousness that he is not the real doer. 
His real essence or self is the detached inactive self. 

Arjuna has been worried over the probable death and des­
truction of his relatives because, after all, the opponents-the 
Kauravas-are descended from the same ancestors. But 
Krishna tells him that death is only a natural stage of the self, 
as natural as childhood or youth or old age. Contacts with 
nature are responsible for happiness and unhappiness and hence 
a calm man should not be affected by them. The body is only 
the "cloth" of the immortal and immutable self. "He who thinks 
that it (the owner of the body or the Atman) is the killer, or, 
who thinks that it is slain, both these do not possess true know­
ledge, (because) this (Atman) does not kill, and is not killed ... 
0 Partha ! that man who has realized that it is indestructible, 

, 
I. D. G., xiii, 29. Olden berg, Jacobi, Garbe and Pischel hold that 

originally the Samkhya accepted Anatmani~m (non-soul doctrine) and 
Buddhism derived this idea from them. 

lZo f;qur~fCJ4f<ii fcfq11": ~lf~ sr~erfq 1 

OlfCRt ~~T srcnri" ~fe:q Daw~r '!;IW( 1-Samkhyakarika, I 1, 

tf:if~nf.:r ~~ CfiRUTrf.:r f.:rG! rer ~ 1 

~ ~ srf.farf.:r ft:r.al[ ~Ufll( 1 

aiTf:Tr:~ d~T CfiCTT ~ 'if TffTclerl! I 

fcrfCJ~~ lfqtfi~f ~ ~ q~ II 
~ ' ' rn ~fu ~~ ~cz~= 1 

qtp.::fc:4'!ldat F.;w:rrn=r ~ q-~fu ~: 11 
"' ~ -Bhagavadgita, xviii, I3-I4·I6. 
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everlasting, unborn, and inexhaustible, how and whom can 
he cause to be killed, and how and whom can he kill" ?1 On 
this ground of the immortality of the self, there is no need 

lanxiety over the body being destroyed. The self is one's real 
being while the body is only an external garment. In its long 
history every human self has several bodies and would have 
several more in the future. Thus the idea of the immortality 
of the soul and its transmigration into countless bodies relieves a 
person of remorse at the prospect of bodily death. 

The third justification for violence is the enunciation of the 
ultimate metaphysics of absolute non-dualism. The dualities 
and pluralities that we sec in the universe are only empirically 
real. From the highest standpoint there is only one absolute 
spiritual being. In the interest of social action and devotion 
which are postulated on the notion of dualism the Gita is always 
very careful to tone down the rigour of this kind ofmonistic meta­
physics. The realization of the ultimate spiritual nature of 
human beings and the universe and the comprehension that 
everything proceeds from that one primal source, convince a man 
of the futility of egoism. A man of knowledge realizes that 
he is not the doer, nor is any act being really done. 2 If any per­

son has attained this realization he is not bound by any ordinary 
moral or social conventions. He is beyond them. Hence the 
Gita says : :'Who does not possess the belief that 'I am the 
doer.' and whose reason is unattached, such a person, even 
destroying other persons, cannot be said to have killed them. 
And that (action) docs not bind him." 3 This passage conclu­
sively points out that a person who has transcended egoism is not 

1. B. G., ii rg; ii, !21. 

!2. \Vinternitz, op. cit., I, 4'~9n says : "There is no murder or act of 
violence which could not b~ justified b>· .. ~his miserable sophistry. It is sur­
prising t!Jat. the pious rea_ders of the LZ1ta do not se~ this." Uut in defense 
of the G1ta It could be sa1d that onl}' lh<?se -~~ts of Violence performed in the 
pursuance of one's own Dharma •tre JUstllu:d behind which there is the 
consciousness of the immortality of the self and the transitoriness of the body. 

3• B. G., xxlii, 17 ; Cf. Samkara on this verse, ~~~~1\lli(l'i'!4ill ~­
zy,fu wif'fi'hl. ~~f~c<1 ~r~ 1 ~l!li~f.aai Cfront~l c::~-
llrf~ . ., ~ ., ~<Rf' ~fcr I" • 
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bound by the fruits of his actions. The law of Karma affects 
only the person who has not realized the absolute. The man 

of realization is above the bounds of the law. 
Thus Krishna tries to convince Arjuna of the imperative 

necessity and justification of a war for the preservation of 
Dharma on these social and metaphysical grounds. The purpose 
of all the metaphysical discussions in the book is only to convince 
Arjuna that no sin is involved in warfare if one has the knowledge 
of the spiritual essence and the detached nature of human selves. I 

This short sketch of the nature and influence of Dharma 
shows that all the later books adopted the Upanishadic view of 
Dharma being simultaneously a moral category equated with 
truth and a generic term for signifying the social duties of the 
four castes and the four orders. Buddhism emphasized the moral 
nature of Dharma and its concrete influence can be seen in the 
political philosophy of Asoka. The classic example of a defence 
of "one's own Dharma" meaning one's social duty is found in 
the Bhagavadgita. The word 'Dharma' also signified law, 
especially civil law, as in the Dharmasutras and in Kautilya's 
Arthasastra . 

. 6 DHAR1\1A AND NATURAL LAW 

In conclusion we shall first examine the significance of 
Dharma as natural Iaw 2 and then discuss the view that the theory 

I. In explaining the central meaning of the Gila Samkara says : 
~ •r''l~l~llt~'E"lf «~-m: ~ tn: f.:f:~<ffi ~~ <8*11 '(fllicllq:­

~ I ~ ijqCfl+fij.rlJI</jf'i'fl1<:;01~4"1~1i'fP1Gf51~4144"tl{l::W I 
He.ls faJtl~ful to the majority of the verses in the Gita which expound an 
eth1cs onent~d to the metaphysics of absolute non-dualism. llut he be­
comes dogmatic when he tries to construct the gospel of the Gita as teaching 
only non-dualism. Thus his comment on verse xviii, 73, q.f~or Cf"lif ~Cf 

Of~ ccw>t*11i;OI~'!l~l'tf1, Of +t11 ~~~"Sff~:, is absolutely false 
~ecause a~ history rec?rds, Arjuna did engage in the battle. H~:nce rny 
mtt:rpretatJon of the G1ta which construes its metaphysics to be oricnlt"d 
_to the j~stificatio~ of political violence (~:n:lflf:[ q_:[lq:, 'tTf-<i ~r~) 
IS more faithful to Its text and to the historical tradition. 

2. The concept of Dharma has some similarity with tht:- notion of 
physis (Nature) held by Aristotle. According to the latter,jJ/•Jsis has six 
meanings : (I) The genesis of growing things ; (2) that imman~:nt part of 
a growing t_hing, fr~m which its growth orginally begins ; · (3) the primi­
ti\e Orl:'ssentJal matenal of which any natural object is made; ( 4) the 
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of sovereignty of Dharma or law was present in ancient India· 
In the Upanishads we find the idea of Dharma as "force 

of force" but we do not find any notion of Dharma as natural 

law which could be binding on kings over and against their own 
duties or Dharmas. In Buddhism we find the partial triumph of 

naturalism as a metaphysic because Buddha condemned all 

theological godheads. He emphasized a logical and dialectical 
analysis of things and ~aught the formula of dependent origi­
nation but in his political ideas he did not draw any implication 
that the operation of this law, which he called the Dharma, would 

in any way affect political and social behaviour. The category 
of five orders is found in later Pali Buddhism : (I) Karmaniyama 
or order of act and result; ( 2) physical inorganic order ; (3) 
order of plants, the organic orders ; (4) order of conscious life ; 
and (5) order of Dharma. 1 But in spite of the notion of an uni­
versal order operating at various levels, no political conclusions 
were drawn from that. The concept of a cosmic norm did not 
imply that in the social and political realms also there operated 
a natural law of so indispensable and powerful an efficacy and 
force as to provide the criteria for human law-making. 
Attempts have been made to read the notion of natural law2 
in the statement of Apastamba, Vasistha, Baudhayana and 
Manu that one of the sources of Dharma is the conduct and 
opinion of those who have received Vedic education and are 
devoted to righteousness. But these authors do not imply any 
notion of the authoritative pronouncement of the virtuous man 
over-riding the edicts and commands of the organised political 

superior. 

source of the prim:tl movcmC'nt of natural objects ; (5) th~ essence of natural 
objects ; and (G) evcrr e~scncc in gcneral.-Aristotle, ,\letaphysicJ, 4· 

1, Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, I, 374· 
2. Sarkar : !flltitutions aiUI Theo1ies, p 208; 

cr., a:r<rrwrffit:r qqq 'flq oof•~fcr ~~ '+f,ri 1 
.,;:) \;"I '"\ ' 

l{ f~ ;:;rr~urr ~Pi: ~ qif: BIT~~f~<'f: I -Manusmriti, xii, wB. 
~ "'"' 

tpfurrfqmft ~~ ~: ~crf{a(~: 1 

a- f~'c:r ~r~urr ~liT: ~fcrsrcl:f~acr: 11 
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There is the concept of natural law in the works of Hindu 
philosophers in the sense of the repudiation of supernaturalism, 
or the operation of an absolute spiritual law, or the manifesta­
tion of a cosmic order. A parallel of this kind of metaphysical 
natural law is found in the Mimansa conception of Apurva. 1 

Apurva is the law whose operation ensures the future enjoyments 
of the fruits of sacrificial ceremonies performed in this life. 
The Mimansakas do not explain the multiple and various effects 
by the sole primal agency of the Godhead. Instead they take 
recourse to the concept of Apurva. Apurva provides a cosmic 
and transcendent connexion between the action and its conse­
quences. Kumarila Bhatta cites scriptural testimony to indicate 
the operation of Apurva. Although criticized by U cldyotkara and 
Samkara and other Vedantists the concept of Apurva is very 
significant in the Mimansa system and to the extent that it 
is operative without the previous energisation of any theological 

' ' n....;,.. ' ~ ~ ~ 
~. '=<fT~rrT '.!"'''CI'(l=+T: -q1~~ F,£11: I~ Tf{lt::<::i, lfa" ~; 

fqr~a- Br~'fiflft ~a-m 1 ~CR4T ~ fcror~~ f~ 1 ~r-w~r­

wr I ~1~ ~ fcrrr.<~<:J: tfi~ fi'fflrn '1' flffif. I ~~­
~~rfu I ~ Tf: tfi'?iCf'<f<ffiflf<:!:f~T~Gf '1' f"f<romTfu Cflf-Clffi I tlcf 
~ I '1' fq: Cfi~JfTS~1_'l~~'lTT11~ I 1l~~-1zf ~~ ~fu, ~­
~~ I '1' ~c11fil *11'{4dl"'_ I *\"~lld<::C\IC::::I~:I'{"'': I B".::f~ Cfil"lit~: 

~~ m4" f~'Wlf_ I ;:q ~ ~~Wd'CI<:::i<il'{"''flf I '1 @*l<::lfl<tl'{~ fcf;fq­

fu~ ~~ 1 11"1 *1'114-a+rmrd', d'f[rr:i ~Ol("l(' 1 GBr fct"''t~ll=ctc::::f'l 
c. ' ... 

fct"''t?.f+t~:lf<l•t+=lfct 1 anw:rrsfq fq.:p;c: ~ :;f;:;:r 1 ~ 1 
mmq ·~fq .. l(~··'(fu :if~ I fCf'a111'1fcr<?;+=.{;:f~rrrq: I tfi~?filfl f~~-
fl:rfu :ifd' I ~cf *I'C~.f *111lfot.f<ffi0lf": I *l"l~~"''l"'',.lfdlic::::'llfcttlf~lfCI ' ... 

"lff?.: ~. CfiWra-':r<f *l"fu ~ ~qfu a~~ci· en ~qa, Gi~1l-
fcrnq~q'1tlfl"''f«"" ~:,., fcrfq('GCCfimll\ 1 ~-1~ <filf ~~Glf~lfa 
=;fd' I ¢q ~qrqq I f"Cf'lll<ll,.d'('fl~·q<fil ~<a"~ '1 S(fqfiltlfcttfd' ~qr-

' c. .. 

~ 1 ~<lWttfrn:, a~ ~w~~cilfffllfa 1 fiti f-<4 .. atl!t: "Sf~ 1 

1:£~ ~trlOT~~ 31~. 'Ofl<!:l!f.:a", ~'J:OTTcr=<fli: '1' "SffufilfCJ 
~~) ~r..... . . . . . . . . 1 d'!ifT ~ fu~Rfr ~ozl' ~of err "Sffuf.lm 
srrrr•fTq~ ~fu I" Sahara's Commentary on the Mimansasutra ii, I,j. 
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Godhead, it is very much analogous to a natural law. The 
conception of natural law can be also traced in the Nyaya­
Vaiscsika theory of Adrista-the invisible principle that:. governs 
human and cosmic action. 1 Adrista is a transcendent power of 
conservation of the merits produced by noble actions and demerits 
generated by evil deeds. In its later developments the Nyaya 
philosophers superimposed the agency of God as the supreme 
governor to the concept of Adrista. But in its earlier forms 
this Adrista was analogous to the conception of natural law. 
\Ve also find some idea of natural law in the Buddhist view of the 
inexorable operation of the law of Karma without the mediation 
of any god, and in the Samkhya metaphysics of the cosmic pro­
cession from one primeval Prakriti or nature. 2 But it may be 
noted that all these four concepts and ideas (a) Apurva, (b) 
Adrista, (c) Karma and (d) Prakriti did involve some notion of 
mural causation along with natural causation. The idea of 
a purely mechanical immanental process of the movements of 
nature, ellcctive without any primordial spiritual agency, is a 
feature of modern scientific developments. 

But in spite of the prevalence of the notion of this kind of 
impersonal order or immanent moral law, we do not find any 
concrete specifications of a cosmic Dharma over and against 

I· ~if!Jffi{IS~"Frf~cfl'{ I Cf~1rf~q1Jff'"!~~;:;_bci.filf~ I arr.f~-
c. "\ c. c. ' 

\i~-f Cfrli'Tffa-l{np:r;:rq-IJfUTt "f<'rn"~ 'lil:rT~~rf~;;r:r I aromcf~IJf-"' ~ ' ~ 

11fu:r!frcffiq-)rrr: i.fillrFcr~gT.f)rriff~'i~~ 1 
-Vaiscsikasutra, v, :2, 2, 7, 13, 17. 

2. For S'lmkhya :-

~~At qf'{!Jfn:mr ~q;:cp:rrcr ~: srq-\9-~ 1 
~ ~ c. 

i.fiT'{QTCflflif<r~f1T~fcr~~ ~~CI €'qfll II 

CfiR!Jf'f~m, -srq@- ~llffi: ~i!~ 1 

qf'{!Jfr;rcr: ~f5~<rcr, srfusrfu1rarp.;flffcr~QR 11 
~ ~ ~ -Sam\:hyakarika 15, 16. 

Cf. Vachaspati on Lhis-

,•~q.czfrqlf: ~'fqlf:--~'fCI'Tll":, ~~ ~arAt rr ~IJfSI'tr~-
~~ar ~~crfcr, rr ~ ~OJ'SI'CTA'm'ilt ~~ r<Rr, rr :q ~llRI1!CJlrol-
·~~· 1111~lfl ... ,..,.'\ ~'\I -1 
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the political order implying that any legislation against that 
cosmic Dharma is not binding. There arc ample references to 
the different Dharmas of the dilfcrcnt castes and orders, but 
no notion of a transcendent Dharma as the criterion of the several 
Dharmas of the social and political universe is found. 
In the chapter on civil and ceremonial law, l\Ianu points out that 
the king was to decide the suits of men depending on the eternal 

law ( ·;r;f !\11!\<ICI"!,) but there is no hint that this primordial 
Dharma transcends the Rajadharma. In the Hindu political 
works there is no idea of a conflict between the political Dharma 
of the king with a cosmic and eternal Dharma which lays down 
the principles of right and justice in an universal sense, anything 
contrary to that being automatically invalid. But although 
we do not find the concept of a transcendent super-political 
Dharma, still in the later development of Indian thought we 
find the notion of some kind of a universal and common Dharma. 
In the Manusmriti (X, 63) we find reference to a general Dharma 

( m~~;;p 'C:Tlf) which includes non-violence, truth, non­
stealing, purification and self-restraint. The Santiparva 
(LX, 7-8) refers to nine moral virtues which arc relevant to all 

the Varnas { ijlci<!fOt<til:). .The Puranas further developed 
this notion. Nevertheless, no such principle that if the Raja­
dharma conflicts with this Samanya or Sadharan Dharma the 
former is to be neutralized was ever inculcated in Hindu political 
philosophy. 

10. NO THEORY OF THE SOVEREIGNTY OF 
DHAR.MA 

Several writers on Hindu political thought have maintained 
that in ancient India Dharma was the sovereign. Some trans­
late the word Dharma as law and uphold that the ancient Hindus 
maintained the idea of the sovereignty of law.1 Sri Aurobindo 

r. Bcni Prasad, Theory of Govemment of Ancient l11dia (Allahabad, 1927 ), 
P· 9 : "From the very nature of the social theory, gevernment could not be 
regarded as ~overcign in the Austinia'?- sense o~ th~ ten~ •. It did not 
impart validity . to the order; ra~her 1t shared . m 1t~ vahd1ty. It cc:;mld 

ot alter it at wdl; other parts of 1t were as vahd as 1tself. It sustamed 
~he social order but that was merely its function. It embodied the coerch•e 
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has maintained that Dharma-the religious, ethical, social, 
political, juridic and customaty law organically governing the 
life of the people was a greater sovereign than the king. 
This impersonal authority was considered sacred and eternal 
in its spirit and no secular authority had any right of autocratic 
interference with Dharma. "The king was only the guardian 
executor and servant of the Dharma, charged to sec to its 
observance and to prevent offences, serious irregularities and 
breaches." 1 Radhakrishnan upholds that Dharma represents 
the totality of the institutions by which the commonwea lis secured. II 
Bandyopadhayaya thinks that in ancient India the king nevet· 
became superior to law. 3 He states that the Dharmasutras 
consider Dharma, i.e., law above the king and above society. 
J ayaswal interprets ~'fanu to be an advocate of the view that law, 
i.e., Dharma, is the real sovereign and not the king. 4 

Our analysis of the concept of Dharma shows that these 
claims on behalf of the political importance of Dharma are 
exaggerated. ~1ooketjee is the most extreme advocate of the 
sovereignty of Dharma. He says : "Hindu thought counts 
Dharma as the true sovereign of the state, as the rule of law. 
The king is the executive called the danda to uphold and enforce 
the decree of Dharma as the spiritual sovereign." 5 The problem 

power of the community and was bound to usc . it i~ . the social i ntere~t 
Just as the priest or trader was boun~ to use h1s sp1ntual or cconom1c 
power in the social interest. Sovereignty was really diffused throughout 
the community and was embodied in the Law which had its 
ultimte source in Divine will". But Prasad has confused two separate ideas. 
The concept of the suprcmcy of an immutable eternal law appeals to the theo­
logical and super-political realm of though.t. The conception of the pluralists 
as popularised in Europe began ";5 a react1~m against Austinian positivism. In 
ancient Hindu thought and practice, Bem Prasad finds the simultaneous 
existence of the soveriegnty of Dharma and of the pluralitic approach to 
sovereignty. He fails to realize that the theory of the sovereignty of an 
absolute primordial law is basically a product of religious societywhich 
believes in eternal truth. Pluralism on the other hand is a modern western 
development and is the product of an industrial multi-group society. 

1. Sri Aurobindo, Til Spirit and Form of Indian Polity. 
:> Radhakrishnan, The Hindu View, oj1. cit., pp. 108-g. 

3· Bandyopadhyaya, oj1. cit., pp. 173, 286-7. 
4· Jayaswal, op. cit., II, 58, 152. 

5· R. K. Mookelji, Chandragupta Alawya and His Times p. 79; Mookerji, 
Hindu Civil~atiorz, op. cit., p. 100. ' 
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of the sovereignty of Dharma can be discussed at two levels. 
First, talking in historical terms we have no evidence or any 
concrete state or kingdom in ancient India, where Dharma or its 
decrees were considered the sovereign.' It is up to them who 
hold this view of the sovereignty of Dharma to come forward 

with concrete proof and not merely rely on the statements of 
theoretical and normative books and interpret some of their 
statements as referring to an actual historical situation. Second, 
the problem can be discussed at the conceptual level. \Vc have 
earlier rejected the view that ancient Hindus had a systematic and 
abstract notion ofsovcrcignty. They talked in terms or the power 
of the king or the punishment of the king but did not conceive 
of the concept of an ultimate political superior. This does not 
mean the denial of the historical existence of political structure:) 
embodying sovereign power. No person who credits Bodin, 
Hobbes, Rousseau and Austin with having formulated the con· 
cept of sovereignty denies the historical existence of sovereign 
states in the ancient and medieval world before Bodin. But 
if, as we maintain, there was no concept of sovereignty as such, 

there is no use in speaking of sovereignty of Dharm<~. So 
far as the sovereignty of Dharma is considered, we find no mention 
of: Dharma in the classic formulations of the elements or a com· 
monwealth in Kautilya and Sukra. In spite of the saying in 
the U p:lllishads that Dharma is the "force of force", it remained 
only a moral category influencing political life. At best, we can 
say that the concept of Dharma was a very strong factor having 
political influence, and all theorists accepted its weighc, but no 
explicit or implicit reference to its being the ultimate political 
power is found. 2 In practice also, there was no legal agency 

r. The late ancient South Indian inscriptions refer to such phrases as 

t'PfJi~l{IJfiR-..JU\jf and '<1¥i1cnnfffi\jf-Liiders' l11scrijJlionr, Nos., 1196, 1200. 

2 • A very exaggerated idealism concerning the normative function of 
Dharma has been maintained by N. C. Sen Gupta, Sources of Law mzd 
Society in Ancient India (Calcutta, 1914 ), p. 27 :"The end of. society was therefore 
the promotion of Dharma or the moral order of the umverse. All law was 
viewed as subsumed under that conception. Law was therefore not a matter 
to be made or mended by huma,q l!aqqs. It is eternal! y ordained and imbedded 
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to control the transgressions of Dharma by a king. The compre­
hensiveness of the notion of Dharma prevented its 

identification with mere religious or divine law, and it also 
never meant exactly positive law in the modern sensc. 1 It remained 
always a moral-philosophical norm fat· action, but never was 
conceived as the supreme political power. 2 

in the r.mhtitution of society and capable of a;certainmr.nt partly by re1·clation 
and partly by enquiry. in a spirit of rc\·ercncc, into the nature of Dharma. 
The result of this was the dc\'l·lopment of a comprehensi,·e idea of law which is 
the dream and perhaps the de~ tiny of the sociological schoo I of modern philoso· 
phical jurists." :\s we sec it, if a paralld has to b~ songht for the conception 
of law under the comprehcno;i,·c li·amework of Dharma it has to be found not 
in the modem legal philosophers like Savigny, Thibaut, Stammlcr, Jellinek or 
Pound but in the .\fosaic conception of law or the C,mfucian. 

1. Benoy Sarkar argues that at least in one of its aspects or phases Dharma 
meant positi,·e law. He says : •·In Hindu analysis Dharma came to be defined 
as positive law also. The conception oflaw as ~ffillfT~f ( command of the 
king) in Kautilra's language i.e. as command cnforccLI by sanction finds clear 
expression in the writings of Narada, Sukra, Jaimini and his commentator 
Sabara Swamr. In Narada's Smriti we arc informed that the performance o 
duty havin~ fallen into disuse, positive law ( ol:fcr~) has been introduced, 
and that the king as snperint•~ndin!? the bw is. knml'!l as D:~ndadh~r~ or wicl?cr 
of Danda. The sanction is defin1tcly mcnlloncd lll the Sukra-mll accordm~ 
to which the sovereign should cate!-(orically ~tate in his command~ that he would 
nrdy dr:stroy bv scvcr(' punishment those ofic·ndt"rs who after hanng heard th~se 
uecrccs would· act contrary to them". (p. 209, lllstitutiolls a11d '1 horiu 
nf Ili11du.< ). But I f._,d that this interpretation l~f Dharma is not correct bc<·ause 
although Kautilya lists the commands of the kmg as one of the four sources 
for the sdtlcmcnt of disputes he docs not call them Dharma. As the commands 
of the king ( U\if~ro<'f) arc the fourth factor, so according to Kautilya, 
Dharma is the first factor in thl' settlement of legal disputes. The late Prof. 
Sarkar seem~ to go be.~ide the point when Narada's conception of Vyavahara is 
identified bv him with Dharma. I am not arguing against the existence of 
positive law.' i.e. explicit statutes and laws made, promulgated and executed by 
the king. !\fy objection is on the theoretical level. I think that to designate 
the. commands of the ki11g there were other words. like Sasana, Agn5. ( 3fOO) 1 

winch were used by Hindu thinkers. I do not thmk that Dharma as a concept 
was ever used to designate positive law. 

2. 'J here is some similarity between Dharma and the German word 
Recht. Recht stood for both law and right. It signified not only law but 
also th~ spirit behind law. It impl_icd both morality and law. According to 
Hegel. It compre~Jcndcd abstract nght <;>f contract and property, subjective 
morality of consc1cncc and customary eth1cs of usc and wont manifested in the 
family, the civil and economic society and the state. The Latin word Jus 
the German word Recht and the Sanskrit word Dharma arc similar in on~ 
fundamental sense that they comprehend the ideas of law and right simultane­
ous!)'. 



CHAPTER IV 

THEORY OF KINGSHIP IN ANCIENT I;-.JDIA 

r. THEORY OF KINGSHIP IN THE VEDIC LITERATURE 

There are two definite theories of the origin of kingship in 
ancient India. The first is about the primeval election of the 
king. The second is about the divine creation of the king. We 
shall analyze the latter view in the next chapter. The idea 
that the first king was elected, possibly might have a fundamental 
relation to the actual institution of elective kingship in the ancient 
Vedic times. But in Kautilya or Bhisma or Manu we find no 
attempt to construct a systematic theory of elective kingship. 
Sometimes there are references to a pristine blissful and righteous 
state and to the later appearance of the institution of kingship 
to check some of the anti-social and morally destructive tendencies 
of man. But still, the theory of the "Great Elect" is not con­

structed to justify a philosophy of popular rights and authority. 
Hence it would be difficult to interpret this theory in terms of 
a developed contractual philosophy of political obligation. 

In the Aitareya Brahmana occur the first references to the 
creation of a king. The gods and the clemons were fighting. 1 

The latter were victorious and then the gods decided that 
because they did not have a king they were losing the battle. 
Hence they proposed to "make" Soma their king and did so 

I. Discussing the historical identity of the A~uras-the demons, A. 
Banerjee-Sastri, Asura India, says: "the civilized world echoes with the 
dread name of the invincible 'hosts of A~hur'-the smoke of their holocausts 
impresses a permanent awe for the name Ashura far and wide in Egypt, Baby­
lonia and Persia. Then came the struggle with the new Indo-European from 
the north. The Scyths of the Northern Steppes and the Persians from Iran 
destroyed Assyria. Persia took her place in the N~ar East. Young Gree~e 
of the Iron Age invaded the Aegean lands. The Vedtc Aryans routed them m 
the land of the Sapta Sindhus, and the Indus V:'lllcy. thus becomes the m<;>st 

tern of Indo-European lands instead of a contmuatwn of Egypt-Babylonta­
e~ ria-Persia-India outpost." (p. 3) "Fo:· to these Asuras, th? too-long 
A. y nderstood descendants of Diti and her ststers, belongs the credtt not only 
rr:-tsu intelligent quiescence of the nco-Aryan Hindu Arya-Asura-Dasa bo.d)-
0 1;;f! but a composite patrilinear body-social recognising at the same time 
P~:t~other-right and the Mother Goddess." (p. 137 ). 
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when all consented to that. 1 This account, of course, refers 

to the creation of a king but it should not be interpreted to mean 
"the elective origin ofdivincSO\'ercignty." 2 \Vchave repudiated 
the existence of the concept of sovereignty in ancient Hindu 
thought without denying the historical existence of sovereign 
states in ancient India. The fact that nothing except the mere 
creation of kingship is meant, is apparent from the study of the 
texts themselves. In passages previous to this one which refers 
to the creation of Soma a5 king, there arc rclerenccs to the 
"buying of King Soma". 3 \Vc find reference to a hymn 
for the King Soma "who is bought and is being brought." 
This type of pedestrian adjective for King Soma should dispel 
the implication of any abstract theoretical notion of sovereignty. 
In the later Hindu tradition as represented by Sayana no attempt 
·has been made to give a metaphorical meaning to this notion of 
the ''buying of King Soma". Moreover, it is stated in the passage 
that the gods attributed their failure to the lack of a king. 
There is no explicit mention of the borrowing of the idea of king­
ship from the demons. As we know, kingship was a developing 
institution in the post-Vedic age and most probably this 
account is an attempt to exalt the institution of kingship 
by stating that even the gods need a king for victory against 
their enemies. 

The Aitareya Brahmana contains another reference to the 
election of a king from amongst themselves by the gods. It 
occurs in the section on the "great consecration of lndra" .4 

Indra is one of the most important of the Vedic gods. The 
gods, along with the great god Prajapati, 5 deliberated that they 

r. A. B., i, 14. 
2. Ghoshal, op. cit., p. ·~3 n. 
3· A. B., i, 12. In the Atharvaveda, vii, !)1, 3, 4; xi, 6, 7· Soma is the 

moon. 1-I!llebrandt, Vedische lofythologic, i_, 2_74, 326 ; ii, 209-45 ; asserts that 
the Soma IS the moon throughout the Vedtc hterature. In the Rig\·cda Soma 
is somctim~s the moon. The Brahmanas identify the Soma and th~ moon 
and the Naksatras arc said to be the wi\·cs of king Soma. In the Yajurveda 
the Brahmans claim Soma alone to be their king. The statement-' 
mms~ ~JWO"fl'lt U\iiT shows that the Brahmins had begun claiming 
immunities from the power of the king. 

4· A. B., viii, 12. 

5· Arthur A. Macdonell, A History of Sanskrit Literature (London, 1900 ), 
pp. 101-2. 



should consecrate Indra to kingship because he was the "most 
vigorous, the m:>st strong, the most valiant, the most pe:fect, 
who carries out best any work." Hence they installed hun to 
kingship. He was made to ascend a throne. Having ascended 
the throne he deiivered a speech assuming political titles indicat­
ing his power. The gods thought that unless I ndra's assumption 
of royal powers was publicly proclaimed he would not be able to 
perform any heroic work and hence they announced I ndra as 
the great king. They considered his assumption of office as 
signifying the birth of military power, of the ruling caste, of the 
master of all living beings, of the destroyer of demons, and of the 
protector of Dharma. This account shows the great importance 
attached to the sacrificial ritualism in the Bralunanas. The 
"great consecration of Indra" was a form of consecration which . 
could be used to anoint a kshatriya. It was a ceremony to 
indicate the political power of a king. There arc historical re­
ferences to various ancient kings having performed this kind of 
ceremony.1 The Aitareya Brahmana mentions that all of them 
succeeded in conquering great regions throught it and it further 
asserts that : ''A Kshatriya who is consecrated with this Aindra 
~ahabhisheka conquers all conquerors, knows all the worlds, 
becomes superior to all kings, gains renown and majesty, becomeS 
self-created and self-ruled." 2 Thus we find here an explanation 
of the acquisition of power through anointment and consecration 
but no theory of "the origin of divine sovereignty of .lndra." 

The tradition about the origin of kingship in war against 
the Asuras or demons which we came across in the Aitareya 
Brahmana is also very vaguely referred to in the Saptapatha 
Brahmana. "Forsooth we are in an evil plight, the Asura· 
Raksas have come in between us ; we shall fall a prey to our 
enemies. Let us come to an agreement, and yield to the excel· 
lence of one of us." They yielded to the excellence of Indra· 
They said, 'Well then, let us contrive so that this (concord) of 
ours shall be forever imperishable. The gods laid down together 

1. A. B., viii, 15. 
2. A. B., xxxix, quoted in Banerjee, oj1. cil., p. 93· 



HINDU POLITICAL THOUGHT 

(literally "cut off togethe1· part by part") their favourite forms, 
and desirable powers, one after another and said: 'thereby he shall 
be away from us, he shall be scattered to the winds, whosoever 
shall transgress this ( convenant) of ours.' 1 This passage shows 
that the gods elected I ndra to be thei1· king and lead them against 
the Asuras. 2 This passage docs not contain any advance over 
the Aitarcya in ideas. \Ve menti.m it here in order to indicate 
that this passage is misinterpreted by Sinha to contain an idea of 
"a covenant into which people entered to created a sovereign." 
''We have the origin of kingship or sovereignty-to the ancient 
Indians both terms appeared identical in meaning in a covenant 
that is indissoluble, and the the nature of kingship comprising the 
collective powers of the community voluntarily resigned."3 
I feel that Sinha is desperately busy reading Hobbes in the 
Satapatha Brahmana. In the body of the text of the book we 
do not find any Sanskrit words standing lor political concord 
or political covenant.·' The words, concord and covenant, have 
been put in by the translator to clarify the meaning, without 
the least suspicion that these words could lead to the acceptance 
of the notion that the passage in question is "very similar" to the 
"famous social contract theor}'-" 5 Moreover, there is no ground 
for intcrpr~ting the Sanskrit word Dhaman, translated by Egge­
ling as desirable power, as the collective powers of the commu­
nity. 0 There is no reference at all to the voluntary resignation 
of powers. What the Satapatha Brahmana is doing is to 

1. s. n., iii, 4, !2. 

2. Sometimes this struggle between the De\' as and the Asuras is inter­
preted in a mctaphodcal ~cnsc-as a metaphys~cal. dialectic rq~rcscnting the 
battle between the Jo1·ces of good and the fo1·ces of cvd. \\'e also hnd such ideas 
in the thought-systems of Zoroaster and . Ivfani. Tl~e Chinese philu~ophy 
also speaks of a battle between Yan and Ym. Buddlusm also has a notion of 
such struggle in the fight between Buddha and !vfa1·a. 

3· Sinha, op. cit., p. 73· 
4· The Sanskdt wonl Tanunajmtra does not mean a political covenant. 
5· Sinha, op. cit., p. 72. 
G. In R. V. x, 67, z, we find reference to the Dhaman of the sacrifice; 

in R. V. i, 43, g, there is rclei·encc to the Dhaman ofthc Rita. According to 
Oldeuberg the tcnn Dharnan indicated what is ordained while Hillebrandt 
prclers the simper sense of 'abode'. 
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. . · h eat ritual called 
categorise the vanous successive steps m t e gr 

. . f h cement of the 
the Rajasuya. The descnptwn o t e agr 

. 'II t' n to show that gods amongst themselves IS used as an I ustra 10 
the sacrific~rs and the house-holders should keep peace amongst 

l · 1 h · the midst of themselves and not quarre w1t 1 one anot er m 
'fi h · · · Th · ccasion here to a sacn ce or ot er actiVIties. ere IS no o · 

describe the "Hindu conception of the pre-political ~t~te of 
existence," or the Hindu speculations about the· ongm of 
kingship. Contrasted with the Aitareya Brahmana we do 
not get here any significant idea either directly or indirectly 

relevant for political life. There is no mention of any battle 
between the Devas and the demons. The gods were separated 
and the "clemons entered between them". It will require a great 
poetic imagination to read the notion of "endless strife" "like 
that of Hobbes" in the phrase "entered between them." 1 

In spite of that fact that we have denied the existence in the 
Brahmanas of any contractual conception of kingly authority 
or any "elective origin of divine sovereignty" we think that 

they left a legacy of the conception of kingship in terms of 
function. The specific mention that the installation of a king was 
necessary to win a battle gave rise to the idea that kingship 
has to b:! justifi:!d in terms of the performance of the duties 
assigned to it, and this idea had a great influence on later 
political thought. But despite this implicit notion of the ins­
titution of kingship being related to some need or necessity, 
the Brahmanas as a body of literature exerted their profound 
influence on the development of the ritualistic sacrificial system 

of worship rather than on political philosophy. 

2. PSYCHOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS OF THE BUDDHIST 

THEORY OF KINGSHIP 

We find the elaborate formulation of the theory of the 
"Great Elect" in the Buddhistic literature. In the J a takas 
there is reference to the Mahasammata-Great Elect. The 
Manclhata ] a taka speaks of the "chosen of all" as having been 

1 • Sinha, op. cit., pp. 70-73. 
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the first king in the beginning of creation.1 But the theory of 
the "Great Elect" was comprehensively discussed only in the 
Digha Nikaya-perhaps the most important book in the early 
Buddhistic litcrature. 2 The theory occurs in an account of the 
cosmological speculations of the early Buddhists. Before we 
analyze the theory it will be convenient to state the main argu­
ments as narrated by Buddha himself. 

1. Description of the primeval conditions : when this world 
began to re-evolve after having passed away, it was inhabited 
by "beings made of mind, feeding on rapture, self-luminous 
traversing the air, continuing in glory." In this period there 
was no distinction of sex. Beings were recknoned as beings only. 

2. After some time the earth with its savour was spread 
out in the waters. Some beings of greedy disposition tasted it 
and then craving entered into them. When other beings began 
to feast on the earth their self-luminance declined. ·when it 
was gone there was the manifestation of the sun and the moon 
and the appearance of the stars, night and day, the months 
and half-months, the seasons and the years. The beings con­
tinued for a long, !ong while, feasting on the earth. 

3. Due to the appearance of evil and immoral customs, 
specifically ''pride in their beauty," vanity and conceit, the 
savoury earth disappeared. After its disappearance outgrowths 
of the soil appeared, clothed with colour, odour, and taste. 
The beings feasted on the outgrowths for a long, long while 
and being well nourished the differences in their beauty became 
more manifest generating pride and conceit. Due to the 
growth of pride, the outgrowths disappeared. Then creepers 
appeared, the beings fed on them for a long, long while, but they 
also vanished due to the same phenomena of vanity and conceit. 
Then rice appeared and also sex differences. People divided 
off the rice fields and set boundaries thereto. 

4· Then some greedy person stole another's plot and made 
use of it. He continued to do so even after he was chastised. 

1. B:.mdyopadhyaya, ojJ. cit., p. 317 ; Law, op. cit., p. 94· 
2. Dialoflues of the Bwidha, English translation by 1'. W. and C. fo •• .F. 

Rhys Davids (London, 19~1 ), III, 77-94. 
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Thus stealing appeared, and censure and lying and punishment 

became known. 
5. Due to the presence of these evils the beings were greatly 

perturbed and " ... those beings went to the being among tl~em 
who was the handsomest, the best favoured, the most attractive, 
the most capable and said to him : come now, good being, be 
indignant, censure that which should rightly be censured, banish 
him who deserves to be banished. And we will contribute to thee 
a proportion of our rice." 1 

He consented to do so and was given a portion of their 
rice. He was called Mahasammata because he was chosen by 
the whole people. He was called K.hattiya because he was 
lord of the fields. He was called Raja because he charmed others 
by the norm.2 

The account of the origin of the universe and social or­
ganization as presented above is very important lor political 
thought. First, it provided a metaphysics, difTcrent from the 
traditional, as the foundation for political speculation. So far, 
political thought had started with the assumption of the vera­
city of the Vedic and Upanishadic cosmology. In the Vedas 
the universe is supposed to be created by a godhead either 

through himself or through a sacrifice.3 The Upanishads accepted 
the insight of the famous Nasadiya hymn of the Rigveda,4 and 
represented the univer~e to be an emanation of, or born from, 

the absolute. The ~osmology formulated by Buddha totally 
repudiated any theological godhead or philosophical absolute. 5 

It is true that we have references to materialistic cosmological 
speculations in the Upanishads, but they are assigned a subor­
dinate role and most often are mentioned as the views of some 

presumed opponents to be refuted. Buddha makes a revolu­
tionary change in the world-view of those days. The Vedic 

I. Ibid., p. 88. 
2. Ibid. 
3· B. M. Barua, "Prt'-Bucldhistic Indian Phi/osujJ/1)' (Calcutta, 1921 ). 

1· R. V., x, 129- ( 3lf"'tle<cllct ~"-niT ffl ~16J«I''"'f11'{: fcp;:; 
;:mr 1 also 31)1'~ m~~ ~.:fliT ~ lfT 3TBffl:."'l:f~: 11~ orft+r~ 1 

5· R adhakrishnan and C. A. F~Rhys Davids arc mistaken and unfaith· 
ful to the great body of Buddhist Pali literatun: in trying to supplement· 
Buddhism by an absolutistic metaphy,ics. 
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view of the divine creation of the cosmos and of social organization 
made any materialistic political thought impossible. As a 
matter of fact, both in the Brahmanas and in the Dharmasutras 
it is not possible even to rais;: the historical question of socio­
political origins. It is accepted that they are the creations of 
God. :Manu starts with the fundamental presupposition that the 
the king had b::en cr.:!atcd by God. Hence, the cosmology of 
Buddha started a new era in the realm of social investigations 
by stressing psychological factors rather than divine will.l It is 
of course true that the later Buddhistic writers were almost entirely 
concerned with eschatology, epistemology and theories of reality 
and did not advance the political and social insights contained 
in this dialogue of Buddha but nobody can deny that the 
Buddhist cosmology presented here is very important for political 

thought. 2 

The state of existence, in the old days when social strati­
fications were absent, was one of great happiness according to 
this account. In the Buddhist view that in ancient times b!!ings 

1 • Cf. l'vfasson Ourscl,. Grabowska ~tc.,.ofJ. cit., PP··I43·4+: "jains and 
Buddhists were at once Yo~ms and soplusts, m that they combmcd asceticism 
with dialectics. Against 'the Yo~ins t~1cy maintai~cd that complete self­
mast~ry is not an end but a means; agamst.thc soph1sts they held that there 
is a Dharma which holds good for all nnnkmd. But this Dharma is different 
from that of the Brahmanic castes in that it docs not consecrate rigid distinctions 
between men, and instead of aiming at governing life according to the world 
it aims at deliverance. The new sects wc;e to take their stand midway 
between the anarchic individualism of the Yo1!:111S and sophists, who had broken 
away from the social organizations and poured scorn on all order of dignity 
and the orhoclox reg-imentation oft he diff~rcnt strata of the people in hereditary 
ways of life. They would found orders, whtch could only be entered on abandon­
ing Brahmanic socicty, but which oiTercd fa\·ourablc conditions for the pursuit 
of salvation." 

!:!. A s!milar phcnomcn::>n wi~~~ far more m~mcntous consequences can 
be detected 111 western tho<tgttt. Smce the Renatssance, the rise of modern 
science led to the birth of a new ~osmology an~! a new methodology. This 
new cos~olo';"Y was the mdaphys1cal fou~Jdatwn of the political thought 
of lVfacluavclh, Hobb~s, Locke m~cl others. . 1 he new !ncthodology was incor­
porated by D.!scartcs, Hobbes, Sptno;:a, Grotms etc. 1 he profound intellectual 

revolution is apparent when we compare thcs~ post-Renaissance political thinkers 
with Augttsti•w, Aquinas or A~~idius Homan'!~. llut the Buddhist and Hindu 
thinkers m'li.nly intcn;stcd in .the. pro~lc1~1S of individual destiny did not care 
for the workmg- out ol the soctal tmphc:uwns of the new metaphysical systems. 
Pia.to, 1-~cgd and S~nkara arc i~ealist metaphysicians. Plato and Hegel draw 
socwlog•cal concluswns from thetr metaphystcs. But Sankara can only rclegat c 
the empirical world to the realm of I\'Iaya. 
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were "made of mind", we find the influence of the traditional 
Hindu psychology about the Linga or Sukshma Sarira, i.e., 
subtle bodv. The subtle body is an individual's real personality 
and accoU:panies the soul to wherever it goes in the course of its 
transmigrations.! The corporeal body is destroyed after death 
and because of being transient and perishable it is only an instru­
ment for the action of the soul and the subtle body. The Buddhis­
tic conception that in the olden days beings had no solid corporeal 
bodies but were only made of mind seems strongly influenced 
by the Upanishadic and Samkhya psychology of the subtle 
body.2 

Buddha not only describes the structural compone1.ts of the 
beings of those days but also says something about their acti­
vities. These mental beings "feeding on rapture, self-luminous, 
traversing the air, continuing in glory" remain thus for a long, 
long period of time. This account is also influenced by the 
Upanishadic view of the state of the emancipated person. In 
some accounts of the Upanishads the realized person does not 
completely lose his individuality in the absolute but continues 
to have non-sensuous enjoymcnt. 3 The fact that the beings 
in the Buddhist version were self-luminous is also paralleled 
by the U panishadic view of the self and the Samkhyan view 
of the Purusa-individual being. But there is a profound 
difference of orientation in the U panishadic-Samkhya view 
and the Buddhist view. The former is concerned ~ith a trans 
cendent state-the state of emancipation from the world. 
B~d~ha secularises the whole thing when he applies the pre­
dications of the emancipated self to beings "come to life a 
human". The secularistic note bPcomes dominant as the 

_: · Samkhyakarika, g!l-41 ; Maitrayani Lpanishad, vi, 10; Deusscn All­
g:mcwe Geschichte der PhilosojJhic, I, iii, 497· The Samkhya explains transmigra-
_tlon by the concept of the ~rcr of the Budd hi while the Vedanta explains 
Il by t_he theory of the maturation of Karma. The Mundaka Upanishad, iii, 2,4, 
con tams the word Linga but there it has been used in a different sense. 

:·. For the influence of the Upanishads and the Samkhya on Buddhism, 
sec Keith, Religion and Philosophy of the Veda, op. cit., pp. 535-551 ; Barua, ojJ. cit. 
Hermann Oldenberg, Die Lehre der Uj;anishaden und die Anjfizge des Buddhismsus. 
(Gottingen, 1915 ). 

3· Chandogya Upanishad, viii, 2 ; Ibid., viii, 12, 3· 
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discussion in the dialogue proceeds. In the Upanishadic-Samkhya 
view an emancipated being is not subject to mundane evils and 
passions. But in the Buddhist view we find these original humans 
"made of mind", subject later to all the evil passions of greed, 

vanity, lust and theft. 
The aim of Buddha is to construct a historical account of 

social origins and this he docs on psychological foundations. 
The: b:!ings in the original state arc caught by greed. Then 
appears the sense of social and individual superiority on the 
basis of differences in physical beauty. This kind of evil and 
mm ~ral custom of thinking in terms of superiority and in­

feriority on the grounds of physical attractiveness is the great 
curse and leads to the appearance of physical conditions, which 
progressively make physical life harder and more difficult. In 
clue course of tim:! sex differences appear and the attendcnt 
evils of lust come in and this leads to the institution of separate 
clwdling hauscs. "Then those beings feasting on their rice in the 
clearings, feeding on it, nourished by it, so continued for a long, 
long while. And in measure as they, thus feeding, went on exist­
ing, so did the bodies of those b~ings become even more solid, 
and the divergence in their comeliness more pronounced. In 
the female appeared the distinctive features of the female, in the 
male those ofthe male. Then truly did woman contemplate man 
too closely, and man, woman. In them contemplating over much 
the one the other, passion arose and burning entered their 

l body. They in consequence thereof followed their lusts. And 
beings seeing them so doing threw, some, sand, some, ashes, some, 
cowclung, crying : Perish, foul one! perish, foul one! How can 
a being treat a being so ? ... That which was reckoned 

immoral at that time, is now reckoned to be moral. Those 
beings who at that time followed their lusts, were not allowed 
to enter village or town either for a whole month or even for two 
months. And inasmuch as those beings at that time quickly 
incurred blame for immorality, they set to work to make huts, 
to conceal just that immorality" .1 Besides lust, the facto~:: 

1. Dialogues of tlze Buddha, op. cit., p. 85. 
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that served most to disintegrate the pure state of resplendence 
was the institution of private property. "Come now, let us 
divide off the rice fields and set boundaries thereto And so 
they divided off the rice and set up boundaries round it." 1 This 
division of property was a great error since it led to stealing and 
with the appearance of theft emerged the evils of censure, lying 
and punishment. Thus in subsequent times the resplendent state 
is destroyed by the passions of lust and acquisitiveness. Hence 
the institution of the "Great Elect" has its immediate justification 
in the need for suppressing the socially subversive clements. 

This account emphasizes the passions of vanity and conceit, 
lust and the accumulative instinct. All these are originally 
rooted in the disposition of greed. 2 Buddha gives no sound 
philosophical reason as to why the degeneration from the res­
plendent state is caused by the greedy disposition of some human 
beings. Where does this greed come from ? Whey are some 
people proud of their physical comeliness ? V cry often Buddha 
would silence his interlocuters by stating that he docs not want 
to go into barren metaphysics, 3 but he cannot have an excuse 
here because he himself has embarked upon the metaphysical 
question of the ultimate beginnings of things. Hence the 
ascription of greed to the beings who were leading a resplendent 
existence is only an unwarranted assumption. It is true however 
that this assumption is in line with the Buddhis( psychology 
and helps Buddha to construct an account of social and 
political origins. 

The analysis of the social evils as described in this dialogue 
will become clearer if we examine the foundations of the ''coming 
into being" of individual life, which is a central tenet ofBuddh· 
ist psychology. "Then the Blessed One, during the first watch of 
the night, fixed his mind upon the chain of causation in direct 

I. Ibid., p. 87. , . . ,. .__~ 
2. cr.~~ ~)q;; f~ a0f(.cf6'!~ll ~'<~' 1 l[Tlf a~qlrt"'+11'1'1" 

"Tf..~<t•l*iQ.'Idt ~ ~~r ~<{lf~· <fil+rn~ ~u~ fcl+Tcrn~ 1 
Also refer to the Majjhaima Nikaya (Mahadukkhakhandhasutta ). 

3· For reference to "~ ~;;" Majjhima Nikaya (Culamalun­
kyasutta) ; Digha Nikaya (Potthapada Sutta ). 
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and in reverse order; 'From ignorance spring the Samskaras 
1. i.e., conformations), from the Samkaras springs comciousness, 
from consciousness springs name and form, from name and form 
spring the six provinces (of the six senses, eye, ear, 
nos::, tongue, b:Jdy or touch and mind), from the six provinces 
spring·s contact, from contact springs sensation; from sensation 
springs thirst (or desire), from desire springs attachment, from 
attachment springs becoming, from becoming springs birth, 
from birth springs old age and death, grief, lamentation, sufll:ring, 
dcjection and despair. Such is the origin of this whole mass 
of suffering" .1 Here the primary importance is put o 
Ignorance. Greed which is the first factor in the destruction 
of the resplendent stag~ is traced to ignorance-ignorance of 
the "fourfold Aryan truths." Although the account given above 
describes the causes of man's decline from the state of resplen­
dence in great details, it does not solve the question as to the 
caus~s of the origination of this ignorance or this thirst and greed. 
This concept of ignorance occupies a central place both in the 
Buddhistic and the Vedantic systems. Its existence is one of the 
greatest problems for any spiritualistic and idealistic metaphysics. z 
Suffice it to mention here that according to Buddhism social 
and political life begins in the greed or the thirst of man which 
is due to ignorance. Once this ignorance is dispelled, the indi­
vidual will be able to sec things as they really are. The examina­
tion of the Buddhist view as to what happens to a person who is 
rid of ignorance and desire-whether he attains a positive or a 
negative state of final existence is of slender significance from the 
standpoint of political theory but J1as great importance from 
the standpoint of sociological world-view. 3 But the cardinal 

1. Mahavagga, i, 1, 1-3. . • 
2. R. V. iv, 2, 11 ; Svctastvatara Upan1shad, 1, 9 ; v. 1. 

3· Commenting upo:1 the histori.cal significance of l\'Iahayanistic Jnetaphy­
sics of Nirvana (he~ could have in mmd the concept of the Paramitas) Arnold 
J. Toynbcc, Ciuili;;atio11 011 Tri:~/ (New _York, 1!)1,!3 ), says : "According to the 
extrem.:: Buddhist view, the soul itself IS part and parcel of the phenomenal 
worU,~o that in ordu to get rid of the phenomenal world, the soul has to extinguish 
itself. At any rate, it has to extinguish clements in itself which to the Christian 
mind, are essential for the soul's existence : for example, above all, the feeling 
of lov.:: and pity. This is unmistakably evident in the Hinayana interpretation 
of Buddhism, but it is also implicit in the Mahayana, however reluctant the 
followers of the IVIahayana school may be, to dwell on the ultimate implica1bns 
of their own tenets. The Mahayanian Boddhisatlva may be moved, by his love 
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importance of greed or the thirst for life and becoming, 
genesis of family, private property and kingship has 
emphasized. 

m the 
to be 

The dialogue docs not specify in detail the nature of the 
Mahasammata, the "Great Elect". It could stand either for 
a king or a republican head. As is well known, Buddha himself 
came from the Sakiya clan which had a republican polity and 
his father was at one time the head or one of the heads of this 
state. H~nce the political traditions of Buddha would show 
that possibly he would have a republican chief in mind. This 
supposition would gain added significance from the fact that the 
structure of the ecclesiastical organization founded by Buddha 
was also based on the model of the republican politics which 
followed many procedures designed to give an opportunity to 
the m::mb::rs to express their views freely. But the tradition 
about the ''Great Elect" in the Jatakas shows that he was a king. 
According to Rhys Davids, Mahasammata was the name of a 
famous king in the beginning of time, who was the first king of the 
solar race and the legendary ancestor of many lines of kings. 
Hence most probably the term refers to a king and this conclusion 
would be corroborated by the title Raja.l 

The dialogue clearly shows that the ''Great Elect" was 
instituted by the people to settle social conflicts which had been 
generated by the psychologically deviant factors of greed and 
theft and desire. Since the ''Great Elect" receives his authority 
from the people there is the assumption that political authority 
onginally lies in the people who fix for him a portion of their 
produce. This choice by the people is motivated by the "Great 
and pity for his fellow sentient beings, to postpone his own entry into Nirvana 
for aeons upon ~cons for the sake of helping hi~ fellows to follow the path that he 
has fo.und for htmsl'lf. Yet this path is after all, the orthodox one that leads to 
~alvatwn ~hroug~ self-extinction, and the Boddhisattva's sacrifice, though 
tmmense, ts no.t trrevocable or. everlasting. At long last, he is going to ta~c 
that final step mto the Nirvana on whose threshold he already stands and, tn 
the act he :Will extinguish, with himself, the love and pity that hav<: won for him 
the answermg love and the gratitude of mankind." 

.x. The terr~ Raja was also used for repu?lican chi_efs and leaders. R}tys 
Davtds, C, H. 1. t, p. 177 says: "Raja ... in thts connt•xmn doc.~ not mean kmg, 
but rather something like the Roman consul, or the Greek archon." Cf. the 
Arthasastra, xi, 1, ~f<Al'{f\ifCfi-~-ltl{Cfi-!~-*~ql:::;::ql~l~liT 
<I"' =!I o~)'q;;rlfc:rrr: I 
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Elect's" b~ing "the handsomest, the best favoured, the most 

attractive, the most capable." But perhaps we would be reading 
too much into the ancient texts if we interpreted the concept 

of the "Great Elect" to mean that according to Buddhism 
political authority is based on cons~nt. It is true that some sort 
of consensus is implicit in the Buddhist theory, but consent always 
implies an exact notion of the rights and liberties of the people 
which we do not find specifically or even indirectly mentioned 
here. Hence the ''Great Elect" theory cannot be considered to 
be an exact formulation of the consensual theory of political 

authority, but there is no doubt that the beginning of such a 
theory is contained here. The full implications of this tradition 
were not drawn by later thinkers due to the pre-occupation 
of the Bud:lhist philosophers with m~taphysics and the prepon­
derance of the view of the divine origin of the king in the Brah­
manical circles. But still the influence of this theory, directly 
or indirectly, can b~ detected in the later traditions which in spite 
of the acceptance of the divinity of the king maintained in some 
form also the idea of election. Perhaps no greater commentary 
on the Buddhist "Great Elect" theory was written than the fol­
lowing verse of Aryadeva, a later Buddhist philosopher: ''What 
superciliousness is thine, ( 0 King !) thou who are a (mere) 
s:.:rvant of th::: multitude and who receivest the sixth part (of the 
produce) as thine wages." 1 

This th:'!ory of the "Great Elect" is sufficient to minimise 
the force of the charge often hurled against Buddhism that it 
IS acosmic, pessimistic, anti-secularistic and transcendental. 2 

1. Qwtcd in G:w.>hal, op. cit., p. 20!). 

2. Since th:! days of the old·~r Upanishad, we find a strong trend in 
Indian thoao;ht tow.uJs illusioai>m, aKeticism and mystic negati~ism. Jt is 
diffi:,llt to point to oae sin•;le fJ.ctor as the cause of this phenomenon. It 
has often b~en.saiJ t.hat.thc r~i~ration of the V~dic Aryans from the Punjab 
to the G:m~ct1c plams mtcnsrficd the speculatrvc tendency by makin"' the 
str<.q;;'lc for liE: e:ny. .'\racial explanation a~serting the dilution of the blood 
of the Aryam by th:: intermixture of indigenous ~trains has also been fashionable 
with G:>agh and others. Tn:: Nazi anthropologist Hans Gunther also advocated 
this vi.::w. Som~times. tl~e. K•l~at~iya ca:te is credited with having developed 
the phrlmo;:Jhy ofmonrstrc rllu~wrw;m wl11ch led to a pronounced disenchantment 
!rom the o~dcr ritualistic creed. P.:rhaps a pl~ralistic explanation incorporat­
mg the J?Omt oftru.th. from all these three theoncs may. point the way towards 1he 
correct view. But It rs an undoubted fact that Baddh1sm carried to the extremes 
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Buddha, of course, overemphasized the evils of greed and the 
thirst for becoming. He was conscious that the goal of indivi­
dual Nirvana had to be pursued individually. There could be 
no collectivization of spiritual experiences. But both in this 
dialogue and in other places he recognized the existence of 
common social ends and interests. Society docs require a 
common superior. By eliminating the individual cocrch·c 
power of punishing thieves and robbers and by making the 
''Great Elect" the repository of the power of censure and 
punishment, the way was prepared for the emergence of the 
common good. The "Great Elect" rules in accordance with 
Dharma and thus he pleases the people. This reference to 
Dharma is significant. Dharma has a strong moral content in 
early Buddhism, and by stating that the "Great Elect" 
charms others by Dharma, Buddhism seems to accept that the 
existence of a political superior is concomitant with the emergence 
of the significence of Dharma. The full efflorescence of this idea 
we find in the political philosophy of Asoka. 

This dialogue of Buddha enunciates a naturalistic origin 
not only of the "Great Elect" but also of the social order.1 By a 
philosophical ingenuity, which to me seems incorrect, Buddha 
explains the origin of the fourfold social order. The "Great 
Elect" was chosen from the social circle of nobles. The Khattiya 
is so called because he is the lord of the field. The Brahmins 

th!.' ascetic. revolt against the claim~ of a materialistic civilization. There is a 
tcn~ency In. modern India to interpret Buddhism as positivi~m and socio­
!.'tlucal 1deahsm and to prodaim Buddha as the Auguste C::omte born twl'nty­
five hunc~rcd years earlier. Without denying the import:mee of some 
of t!1e .soc1~l and humanitarian pr~jccts and the cultural expansion outside 
Ind1a, !nspl~ed by the Buddhistic movement, no student of the earlier and later 
Bt!ddlliS.t philosophy can fail to notice i L~ dominant pc·~simi~t ic, ancl other-worldly 
onentat10n, . notwithstanding the realistic trends of the Vaibhasikas and 
the Sal!trant1kas and the subtle dialectics ofDignaga, Dharmakirti and San­
tarak~luta. 

Certainly elements of a naturalistic cosmology are prc~ent in the 
account of the M~hasammata and this would support the view that there were 
realistic elements Ill early Buddhism and that Rosenberg is not corrc,ct in main­
tain in"' that early Buddhism is pure illusionism. The Mahasammata account 
is of ~~nsidcrable sociological si~nificancc. The only difficulty is that it did 
not initiate any lar~e amount of further sociolo~ical and political investigation 
in the writin~~ of later thinkers. In spite of the realism of this account, the 
philo~oph~rs of the Buddhist schools clid not extend its implications. 

1 • Dialogues of the Buddha, op. cit., pp. 08-gr. 
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are so called because they "put away (Bahenti) evil, immoral 
customs." The Vaisyas arc named so because they, "adopting 
the married state, set on foot various trades (Vissa) ." 
The others "that live on hunting, and such like trifling pur­
suits," are called Sudras. More important than this attempted 
philological explanation is the naturalistic explanation of social 
stratification. In the Rigveda, in the Brahmanas and even in the 
Upanishads the fourfold social division is regarded as the creation 
of a divine bcing. 1 The Gita also enunciates such a v1ew. 
Buddha, by repudiating a theological Godhead, offers an 
explanation of the origin of the four castes in terms of occupations 
and functions. This type of explanation in terms of functional 
occupation neutralises any ascription of mythical and divine 
clements to any particular social caste. Therefore it is clear that 
the naturalistic cosmology of Buddhism is vastly important for 
the explanation of social stratification in terms of functions, and of 
political organizations in terms of the election of the "Great Elect" 
by colleetiv.:! consensus. 

3· KAUTJLYA'S THEORY OF KINGSHIP AND THE 
PHlLOSOPHY AND SOCIOLOGY OF KARMA 

Kautilya has a classic passage on the theory of the elective· 
origin or "creation" of kingship. He says : "People suffering 
from anarchy, as illustrated by the proverbial tendency of a large 
fish swallowing a small one, first, elected Manu, the Vaivasvata, 
to be their king, and allotted one-sixth of the grains grown 
and one-tenth of th:! m'!rchandis:! as royal dues. Fed by this. 
payment, kings took upon themselves the responsibility of main­
taining the safety and security of the subjects, and of being ans­
werable for the sins of their subjects when the principle of levying 
just punishments and taxes has been violated. Hence hermits,. 
too, provide the king with one-sixth of the grains gleaned by them, 
thinking that "it is a tax payable to him who protects us". 2 

1. R. V., x. go ; Rrihadaranyaka Upanishad, i, 4, 11-13. 

2. Arthasastra, i, 13, p. 24. 



186 HINDU POLITICAL THOUGHT 

There is frequent reference to the "law of the fishes" in Hindu 
political works. It is referred to in the Ramayana, the 
Mahabharata, the Manusmriti, the Kamandakaniti, and the 
Matsyapurana. 1 A late medieval writer, Raghunatha, also 
refers to it. 2 It is mentioned not only in the critical and literary 
works but also in political inscriptions. Gopal, the founder of 
the Pala dynasty in the ninth century A.D., is referred to as having 
rescued the people from the condition of the "law of fishcs." 3 

In the Sanskrit language, the "law of fishes" is a metaphorical 
way of describing the condition of anarchy. ] ust as the bigger 
fish swallows the smaller, so also, in the absence of organized 
political coercion, the stronger and more powerful individuals 
and groups lay hands on and grab the weaker ones. The "law 
of the fishes" symbolizes the sheer prevalence of the cult of naked 
and unashamed force. In a word, the law of fishes stands for the 
rule of irrational beasts. '1 

I. Law , ojJ. cit., p. '1·1-n. spe aho Vat>yay::ma's Kamasutra ; 

'11UG14i ;;rrrr-1 ~~ +Torfu ~~I 

~<IT ~<!" iiRT ful:f +T~Rr ~Ff"{il~ II 
-Ramayana, Ayoclhya Kanda, lx\·ii, 31 

'l:fR rr >rrrr<l~.T~T ~ G;ll:S~~a-: I 
~~ ~iP-Il+T~romo=r*'-Cfi'i {(: II -r..fanusmriti, vii, 2". 
~ ~ ' 

q(f'Hifl014<:1lll ~ ~+frr: I 

~P-1' q-R-c<rnr lff~ i'ljl<l: >r-:fficr 1 
-Kamandakiyanitisara, ii, 1'· 

.ofRa: Beno; Kum_ar Sarkar, Cre.ati:·~ India (Lahore, 1939 ). '-:he name 
.,hunath s book 1s ~lf-:fi"ff.-ljllH"I~ Raghunath quotes the followmg verse : 

Q;mcrmsq cpr~rr ~BI<:1'-"'I""f1lsi 
q+rcrn:~~ a-r~of 11"ffi=ll .. llll1Cfi'=.f+Ta+r 11 

3· Khalimpur Grant of Dharmapal, E[Ji!!ra,'.lzica lndica, Vol. iv, p. 2.J.8. 
4· Compare a statement about the law or the fishes in western thought : 

c?.r:nrnentin~ upon the state of nature as described in Hobbes' The C~ili;c.,rz, b111'(F• ~ufendorfoays : "This is very much like the state of fishes as described 
Y PPian, On Fi.rhin.q, Rk. I I (4~r IT.) : 'For they all swim about hostile and 

savfge to one another: for the stronger ever feeds upon the weaker : each darts 
~J le o~her, i.ntent upon his death, o~e furnishes food for another.' And again : 

le ot lers hve in a state of mutual hostility. Therefore. you will never sec fish 
fiaslt'ep, rather arc their eyes and cars always alert and wakeful, since they always 
ear the approach of a stronger and set upon the weaker." Samuel von Pufendorf, 

The Law 01 Natur" a11d Nations translated by C. H. and W. A. Oldfather (Oxford, 
1931),p. 165. ' 
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According to Hindu theorists, and here Kautilya is at one 
with them, only Rajadanda, the legally established coercive 
power of the king, is the guarantee against the resurgence of 
anarchy symbolized by the law of fishes. "But when the law 
of punishment is kept in abeyance, it gives rise to such disorders 
as is implied in the proverb of fishes, for in the absence of the king, 
the strong will swallow the weak, but under his protection the 
weak resist the strong. This people, consisting of four castes and 
four orders of religious life, when governed by the king with his 
sceptre, will keep to their respective paths, ever devotedly adhering 
to their respective duties and occupations. " 1 Perhaps this dew 
reflects Kautilya's extreme intellectualism. It is surprising that 
such a great theoretician, who also had enought political 
experience in managing the vast l\Iauryan Empire as its prime 
minister, should ignore factors like family, or community senti­
ments and other socializing drives and impulses as deterrents 
against the dreaded anarchic condition. Possibly, Kautilya's 
bitter experiences in the war of liberation against the foreigner 
Scleukos and the Nandas at home, made him over-emphasize the 
the role of force as the only factor maintaining the social bond. 
"Danda and Danda alone protects this '~orld and the next" says 
Kautilya. 2 This polar opposition-either "law of the fishes" or 

Rajadanda-may be the intellectual device used by the great mo­
narchist to uphold the absolute power of the king and obedience 
to that power. 3 In his political speculations the king obtains the 
predominant focus.·1 The king is the pivot of the social and political 

1. Artham~tra, i, +• 9· 
2. ArthasatJ·a, iii, 1. 

3· C:f. ivfa~son-OursC'l, Grabowska etc., o.b. cit., pp. gG·!)7 : "The wish 
to do good and to make Artha concidc with Dharma-that is what has become 
the meanin~ of pJiitics in the inscriptions of Asoka. From this the cla,;sical 
Sastra had retained to counterbalance its "1\·lachiawlianism", the very definite 
conviction that the justification of power is the good of the communitv. But 
from the great khgs who had to usc force and cunnin~ to break the fcud.al lords 
it got the tcndcncv to fuse policy with the ri(!'ht ofpunishin~. In sharp contrast 
to the idealism of the Rajadharma there is the realism of Dandaniti. the art 
of punishment. The founder of the l\1aurya dynasty ... kncw from experience that 
a strong power is established only by violence and maintained only by energy 
and elasticity ... These teachings of experience, once they arc condified, 
produce the theory that fear of punishment i~ the foundation of legal order, 
and that the king, the supreme judge, is by his nature exempt from every 
possibility of punishment." · 

4· ~:qm~~=~=~~ 1 mll·{t0~.,m-m: 
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organization and in him is concentrated the final power of making 
decisions. Kautilya also demostrates his monarchical orientation 
by emphasizing the need of conquest and aggrandizement of 
wealth and territory. He controverts the view of Bharadvaja 
who had held that ministerial distress is more important than 
the distress of the king. According to Kautilya the king 
is the more significant category_because he appoints the ministers, 
priests and other office-holders including the superintendents 
of the different departments. It is the king who can adopt 
measures to counter-act troubles of the people and the kingdom 
and he is responsible for the prosperity of the commonwealth 

( 'IIi':f~ol:f!T!if~s:Rr~crrf :q u:;fcr ~Tfu). The king provides 
honours to those who are worthy and suppresses the wicked. 
He, if prosperous, can extend the prosperity and welfare of the 
people. His character and personality mould, in a sense, the 
character and personality of the people. On the other hand, 
as Kautilya could have, on the basis of his assumptions about the 
original king being created by the subjects, he does not specify 
any legal or political rights of the people which would prevent 
the growth of despotism. 

By stating that Manu V aivaswata was the first king, Kautilya 
lines himself up with the Brahmanical tradition. This tradition 
was also attributed later on to Bhisma in the Mahabharata. 
Kautilya refers to the king's wages. In the Buddhist view, 
one-sixth of the produce of the paddy is considered to be the 
~ing's share for establishing order in society. Moreover, the 
Idea ·of protection is m:.:n tioned here. The idea that kingship 
has been instituted fur protection is one of the cardinal tenets 
of Hindu political philosophy. Again and again it is referred 
to in Manu, in the Mahabharata and in Sukra. 1 This idea 
may have its genesis in the mythical accounts in the Aitareya 

5f~T ~""ij" I «~T;:f '51"~ 'i:f ~~emf I ~Cfqr;=rMf~fctll1"'1fd I 
· ' -Arthasastra, viii, 1. 

~r ~cr f~~ fcrqif 'l!Bf llR'CIT: 1 

fi1<h:rr ~~ ~ U\iff '\1\il'a'ctt:l: II -MBH. xii, 57, 33· 

~~U\ilf~ ;:rp:rrcrJ{: ~: 1 

~a- ~~r ~fer~ ~liD ~r<fiflf crr~JJP1 ... 11 111:d., 42. 
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Brahmana where kingship is said to originate in the dire need of 
the Devas who had been attacked by the Asuras. But in spite 
of the emphasis on the need of protection, Kautilya cannot be 
considered an individualist. The initial acceptance of the idea 
of four castes into which people are divided amounts to the 
acceptance of a non-mechanical social structure. Kautilya 
docs refer to the growth of the physical force of the stronger 
over the weaker, in the state of anarchy, but when he specifies 
the tmit which is to receive royal protection he refers not to 
individuals as such, but to the people organized in four castes and 
four orders. Kautilya defends the power of the king not for 
individual protection but for the protection of caste groups. 
The rational necessity of protection originates not in individual 
self-preservation but in the maintenance of the social structure. 
The basic unit in the consideration of political problems is not 
the atomistic individual acting rationally with reference to the 
maximization of his self-interest. The cardinal concept of Hindu 
social and political thought is not the self-sufficing isolated 
individual but the social structure ideally conceived as divided 
into four varnas. Hence the social structure according to the 
Hindu writers is not a mechanical agglomeration but is an organic 
community solidified by the principle of social interdependence 

as expressed in the theory ofswadharma .. According to Kautilya 
the Loka or the people arranged in four varnas and four Ashramas 
is the supreme social category and not the individual propelled 
by the mechanics of competitive self-interest. 

From the principle that power is justified in terms of protec­
tion Kautilya draws certain important conclusions for the political 
conduct of a king. First, he emphasizes that a disciplined king 
should be devoted to the good of all living beings. 1 This notion 
is one of the most important principles of Hindu ethics. 
Hindu writers consider the moral principle of pity and compassion 
to b:! applicable not only to human beings but to all living 
bdngs. The Upanishads and the Gita, the Puranas and the 

1. Arlhasaslra, i, 5· 



190 HINDU POLITICAL THOUGHT 

Buddhist scriptures do contain a universalistic ethical philosophy.1 

The classic notion of their ethics is the doctrine of universal 
Ahimsa-non-violence. Although Kautilya upholds aggrandise­
ment of royal power, he accepts the basic principle of Hindu ethics 
that strength and power are to be used for the protection of the 
weak. Hindu writers do no speak in terms of the greatest good 
of the greatest number of human bdngs but in terms of the good 
of the universal living b:!ings. This broad notion of the universal 
applicability of ethical principles imparts a deep moral character 
to Hindu thought.2 Second, Kautilya states that royal power is 
to be exercised not through arbitrary decrees and edicts but 
by the principles formulated in accordance with Dharma. He 
has a high respect for the canons of truth and justice and in spite 
of his recognition of royal commands as the fundamental source for 

I. It has often been maintained by Christian critics trained in He~elian 
idt>alism that the Vedanta and system of thought inlluenecd by the Vedanta 
are destructive of all ethical values. If the supreme reality of an ideal 
prinr.:iple-exi~tcncc-~nosis-bliss-stu!f, is maintained, th"n ethical distinctions 
become rcle~atcd either to nullity or to subordinate sphere. Ethics is based 
on a dualistic metaphysics and hence the Vedanta is careless about subje.:tivt~ 
freedom and social and historical objectives. But against this view we can 
refer to the Upanish:tdic metaphysics accordin~ to whi<.h a person possessed of 
the highest realization shoul::l comprehend all living beings as manifestations 
of his own self which in essence is the ultimate reality. 

~ ~ur ~~~~qqzrfcr 1 

~~ :;ffim;:f era) if fq'11)'"€1ct II 

lf~ ~ ~crrrtmi:f~fir\ii'RCI' : I 

~ ~P::ft~: :fi: ~: C!:Cflcq~Tiqlfa': II 
-V. S. XL, 6, 7· 

1 his. type of spiritual identity is comparable to the Kant ian maxim 
•e,·ery action is right which in itself or in the rr.axim on which it proceeds is such 
that it can co-exist with the freedom of the will of each and all in action, ac­
cording to a universal law.' ( PMlosophy of Law, Introduction,§ C. p. 45) · In 
Croce and Bradley also we find a similar attrmpt to base an ethical system on 
spiritual idealism. 

Buddhist ethical universal!sm is found in the Jatakas, in the conception 
of the eight-fold path and in the doctrine of the Paramitas of later schools. 

·~ Cf. R amayana, Ayodhra Kanda, lviii, 3-.z-33 : 

uciw~ ~f ~~~ m I 
~<i~tsif~~a Cfi~ :qr;l;:r Cfilfurr 11 

"' 
~chr;;rmroli ~ 'U'f sr~ ~ 1 

ij ci (? i"'lfct ?toefif ~ ~~r +rfc:ruqfcr 11 
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the setLlement of legal disputes, he always upholds Dharma 
which is founded upon truth. 

The third fundamental political principle of Kautilya is the 
doctrine of political paternalism and enlightened royal idealism. 
This paternalism is not to be conceived in terms of the arbitrary 
power of interference of the king in the social life of the people 
but as a factor constituting the philosophical ideals of kingship. 
Kautilya [ Arthasastra, vi, 1 ] gives a comprehensive list of the 
categories and qualities which constitute the ideals of a king :-

(A) Q]ialities of an inviting nature ( 3fl~T l!UTf: ) : 
of high birth, pious, possessed of fine intellect, in consultation 

with aged persons, moral ( 'CT!fi:rcf; ) , truthful, not of a divided 

nature ( arfCI'i~: ) ' grateful, having lofty ideals, highly 
enthusiastic, not given to procrastination, powerful to control 

the neighouring kings ( :7iiCflF~ii'Jrct ) , of firm mind, having 

a large assembly ( :mj,S::4f'(4c<fi ) , and having a propensity for 

discipline and restraint ( fcrrr<r=r.n:r ) . 
(B) Q]ialities of intellect and intuition ( smlTTf:) ;­

Devotedness ( ~-'{QT), hearing, reception, retention, 
discriminate vision, critical analysis, penetration into the regions 

of metaphysics ( m:crrflffif~~). 

(C) Q11alities of enthusiasm ( ~urr:) -prowess, 

non-endurance (an:rf), quickness and dexterity (<n~<r). 

(D) Q.Jlali(ies of se!fr-estraint and sjJirit ( 3ffil1~r'q-q:) :­
Eloquence, self-pride, of keen mind, energetic, powerful 

(~faGt~",cll:!~: ~: ), trained in the arts, free from 
vice, capable of paying in the same coin by means of awarding 

rewards and penal sanctions (~~rrR{4Cfli 'Ci4Cfli '<411~~), 

possessed of dignity, capable of taking counter-measures against 
dangers, having foresight, ready to avail himself of opportunities 
when afforded in respect of place, time and efforts, clever enough 
to discern the causes necesitating the cessation of treaty or war 
with an enemy or to wait maintainino- treaties obligations and 

;:, ' 
pledges, or to take advantage of the enemy's weak points, mak-
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ing jokes with no loss of secrecy or dignity, never brow-beating 
and casting arrogant looks, free from lust, anger, covetousness, 
obstinacy, fickleness, haste and back-biting habits, talking to 
·others with a smiling face and adhering to the customs as inter­

preted by the aged persons("!.'i~~fjq:q I<) • [Of several terms I have 
given an interpretation different from that of Shamashastry]. The 
-same intimate and deep bond of affection which characterizes 
filial relationships is to be maintained in the political lif\! of the 
king and the people. This idea supplements the usual notion 
-ofkingship bdng characterized by coercion and subordination 
of the people. Thus, according to Kautilya, the king was not 
to be a despot exercising power through sheer military force but 
was to rule his subjects through affection.1 If the king would be of 
unregenerate and wicked character and would not be properly 
disciplined, then in spite of his being a powerful potentate ruling 
the four quarters, he would &uccumb to the fury of the people or 

would fall a victim to the enemies. ( ~ err "SI'~nrlf'ffir err faq-ffi" 
~). Kautilya puts great emphasis on the devotion and loyalty 

of the subjects. He raises the question as to which enemy is to be 
attacked-a powerful enemy of wicked disposition or a weak 
enemy of righteous and noble character. Kautilya's settled 

I. _This ha~ic political principle also hacl cmpir:cal financh.! const>quc;,ccs. 
~ccor~mg to the Arthasa.~tra v_. 2, the taxation policy must be regulated in 
lme w1th the moral c.ontamed ~n t~e following comparison--the k!ng should 
pluck the mature fru1ts from h1s kmgdom and not the unripe frmts because 
they cause resentment. 

m 4<f=rfl1ctl<ll"'lff %:S ~m;;rrcr 1 
~ .,, ~ ~ 

OTT~liT~Tlf ~ Cfi)~;r II 
Com~c'"?ting up,on t!1e financial policy of Kau~ily and Ma~u, U.N. Ghosh:~!, 
Cantnbutwm to lne Hutor-1 of the Hindu Revemtt Syjtcm (Calcutta, I!):!!)), p. :!O, 
states :,''the broa~ fact 1s recognised that the state revenues ultimatdy dC)wlld 
upon tne production of wealth by individuals and that whatever tends to 
diminisl_1 the la~tcr is bound to react upon th~: fo;·mcr_ Again, it is recognised 
tha~ w~Jic ~axatlon subscrvcs, the essential needs of the king or the slate, it involves 
a dtmmuuon of the peoples wealth. Hence the ta.~k of the statesmen is to 
reconcile the needs of the State \1 ith the interests of the subjects." According 
to the l\1:tnusmriti also a policv of moderation has to be followed. "After due 
consitkration the king shall alw~ys fix in his realm the duties and taxes in such 
a manner that both he himself and the man who docs the work receive 
thdr clue reward. As the leech, the calf and the bee take their food little by 
little c;vcn so must the king draw from his realm moderate annual taxes" 
(\·ii, 12tl-129 ). 
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conviction is that the strong enemy of wicked character should be 
marched against because in case of external invasion the disgrun­
tled subjects will suppress the king or turn over to the side of the 

conqueror. But if the weak enemy devoted to the concept of 

justice ( ¥~ (]; ~~ ) is attacked then his subjects help 
him and if necessary die with him. Hence according to 
Kautilya it is essential to cultivate the affections and loyal 

devotedness of the people. He categorizes three kinds of subject 

population-impoverished ( mur ) ; greedy ( ~<{'CT ) and dis­
affected ( ~ ) . An impoverished and exploited people 
are apprehensive of oppression and hence seek to get rid of their 
plight either by waging war or migrating to some other place. 
A greedy people are discontented because of their acquisitiveness 
and hence are liable to be influenced by the intrigues of the 
enemy. A disaff.~cted p~ople rise against the king along with his 
enemy. Hence the conclusion of Kautilya is that no king should 
ever generate poverty, acquisitive greediness and disaffection 

among the people. 
From these basic principles of political action are derived 

som~ important criteria for the exercise of political power on 
the administrative levels. The highest administrative officers 
are to be tested by "temptations" and only when they have 
proved themselves "pure", are they to be retained in office.l 
There are four criteria of purity. The first is the non-inclination 
to subvert the established regime of the king. The second 
is the refusal to be captivated by monetary allurements. The 
third is the refusal to be terrorized under critical situations. The 
fourth is self-control under sexual provocations. The purity or 
impurity of administrative officers is to be tested by spies. Besides 
the capacity to restrain oneself from being deviated from the 
path of duty under these temptations, another requirement for 
the administrator is the capacity to perform his duty "for a man's 
ability is inferr<!d from his capacity shown in work." On 
this issue there had been a long controversy among the pFevious 
thinkers. According to Pis una, only those who on being appointed 

1. Arthasastra, 1, 10. 
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as financial officers, show as much as or more than the fixed 
revenue are to be retained. Kaunapadanta did not deem this to 
be a requisite ministerial qualification and proposed a hereditary 
aristocracy of ministers. Only those persons whose fathers and 
grandfathers had been ministers were to be appointed as ministers 
since they would be loyal to the king. Vatavyadhi was an 
advocate of the infusion of new blood. He held that the opinion of 
Kaunapadanta was unrealistic because a minister descended 
from a long line of ministers would dominate the king and so he 
proposed that only those new persons who have demonstrated 
their abilities in the ''science of policy" arc to be appointed as 
m1msters. These would not oppose the king. Bahudantiputra 
refuted this theory of new recruitment from the experts : 
" ... for a man possessed of only theoretical knowledge, and having 
no experience of practical politics, is likely to commit serious 
blunders when engaged in actual works. Hence he shall employ as 
ministers such as are born of high family and possessed of wisdom, 
purity of purpose, bravery and loyal feelings, inasmuch as minis­
terial appointments shall purely depend on qualifications." 1 

Kautilya accepted the view of Bahudantiputra. 
In the passage quoted earlier concerning the creation of the 

first king, occurs another idea derived from the philosophy of 
Karma. Kautilya stated that if the king is not faithful to his 
duty of protection and exacts dues without preserving social 
order he takes on the evil deeds of the subjects. This idea had 
been taken by Kautilya from the traditional body of wisdom· 
This notion that the king gets a portion of the evil deeds of 
the subjects if he fails in his duty, and acquires a portion of their 
good deeds if he faithfully discharges his functions, is found in 
the Arthasastra, the Mahabharata, and the Manusmriti. Since 
this notion is so universally accepted by Hindu political writers 
and is linked up with the general psychology and philosophY 
of Karma, we feel justified in digressing a little bit and explaining 
the philosophy of Karma itself. 

Karma is a Saaskrit word meaning action-whether mental) 

x. ..!\rthasastra, i, 8, p. 14. 
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physical, or vocal. The philosophy of Karma accepts the 
determination of the lif-= of a m:m by the past deeds performed 
by him and the psychological and cosmic influences and impres­
sions g~nerated by the transmission of the m::>ral and physical 
energy in the process of the act.1 This philosophy comprehends 
under Karma both the external acts and the inner motivation 
prompting the performance of thea ct. The doctrine of Karma 
is found in all th;! principal system'> of Indian thought-Jainism, 
Buddhism, the Nyaya-Vaisesika, the Mimansa, the Vedanta and 
others. It is the central doctrine of Hindu ethics. In the Brah­
manical tradition the law of Karma operates under a godhead2 
while in Buddhism it is an inexorable law operating independent 
of any theistic agency. The law of Karma regulates the present 
status and the future rebirth of an in~ividval. A man's present 
status is the result of his past deeds. One person is a king and the 
other a slave because they performed deeds in their past lives 
leading to kingship or to slavery. Every man is given what he 
des~rves. If he desires any better he should do good deeds. 
Although the principle of Karma thus amounts to an actionistic 
determinism, the belief in the autonomy of the self preven1s 
it from degenerating into a philosophy of fatalism. 3 In Hindu 

1 • A very "materialistic" concept of Karma is found in the Jaina philo­
sophy where human mental, vocal and bodi}y actions pro~uce subtle Karma 

matter which is transformed from ~ to ~ and in the latter 
shape sticks to the soul. 

2 . t:fm1:ffi ;;rm:r ~~I Vedantasutra iii, 2.'. 38,39; Kaushitaki u. 
3· 8 ; B. G. vii, 22 ; Commcnti~g u_pon, Ve~~ntasutra u, r. 34;· 35, Samkara 
~ays : "~Wcr srrf!Jf~&rfcr~crrrlfflfif1f<RWr~~f¥f f.nrQ:f¥t 

·~ ... . ~ . .. ~1T2"Jf . :q ~<11a-zr ~ m >t"t~'\1 aT~·~rcr "'<:?. ~ (B. G. 1v, x 1 ) ........... . 
arnl fcn:r~ecf' ~Iff ~: SfcrmiT ;:rJ1f I '' 

Buddhism emphasises ~ ~, ij"~~ a:rmcr and ~o!fTlfJl1. 
In the Anguttaranikaya, iii, 2, Karma is said to be nothing but' ~ijiff. 

3· Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosoph;·, op. cit., I ."_246, 441 ; Sri Aurobindo, 
The Life Divine, II, 62~-630. • , 
Cf.,- ~~G:Ic:'l"'lfc:+W'f .., lc:'ll..,'l'H11G:lfq: I 

~ WR'l"<'I"T ~m!lcr ~m+R: II 
... .. p...,._. 

q7ej <Jc:'llc:'l..,~~ zr;:mlfCfTc+fi"'T I"''<~: 1 ... 
aJ..,Ic'l..,~ ~ "4daic:4cr ~~ 11 

~ -B. G. vi, s-6. 
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thought we do not find the parallel of the Greek concepts of 
Moira (Fate) and Necessity. The Hindu writers do not posit the 
conception of an ineluctable destiny or a blind primordial 
cosmic force which somehow uses man as a mere instrument to 
reduce everything to a vast niril and destruction. In the face 
<lf all grim odds and apparently insurmountable difficulties 
the belief in Karma tends to give a great solace. It teaches the 
eventual spiritual conservation of all actions. Thus it 
provides an antidote to despair and constantly impels 
a man to action. Instead of a quietist gospel of resignation 
the theory of Karma teaches energetic application to action 
because it teaches that nothing good fails to bring foward its 
inevitable consequence. It is postulated upon a moral and tclco· 
logical view of the world. The Sukraniti says: "Men who arc wise 
and whose character deserves praise, greatly respect Paurusa or 
individual energy ; whereas the weaklings who arc unable to 
exercise energy, to exert themselves, worship Daiva or Fate." 
Perhaps the following verse from the Pali literature would give 
an idea about the law of Karma: 

His good deeds and his wickedness 
What e'er a mortal does while her~; 
'Tis this that he can call his own, 
This with him take as he goes hence. 
This is what follows after him, 
And like a shadow ne'er departs. 
Let all men noble deeds perform, 
A treasure.store for future weal ; 
For merit gained this life within, 
Will yield a blessing in the next.l 

The fundamental importance of Karma is thus apparent. 
According to the Upanishads a man speaks what he thinks, 
docs what he speaks and becomes what he does. The great 
importance of Karma has been always accepted either 
explicitly or implicitly by all the writers on political thought. 
Hence it is no wonder that we find Kautilya, Bhisma, Manu 

1. Henry Clarke Warren, Buddhism in Translatiom (Cambridge, Mass., 
1915 ), p. 214; Majjhima Nikaya (Samaditthisutta). 
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and Sukra adhering to it. According to Sukra the propensity 
to virtue and vice and the intellectual orientation are determined 
by Karma. Sukra accepts the operative efficacy of Karmic 
determinism and individual efforts in the occurrence of events. 

\Ve are not concerned here with the whole philosophy of 
Karma, but only with the notion of the transfer of the evil 
deeds of the subjects to the king in case he fails in the performance 
of his duties. The notion of the transfer of sin is found in the 
Rigveda and the Atharvaveda as well as in. the Brahmanas. 
The intellectual tendency to broaden the operation of the law of 
Karma is found in the Upanishads. According to the Kausitaki 
and the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad the son takes over the actions 
of the father. The Mahabharata and the Manusmriti accept 
the view that the Karma of the fore-fathers affects the descendants. 
The Kausitaki Upanishad contains the idea that the man who 
attains the reali,zation of the absolute, after passing by the river 
of immortality, casts away his evil and good deeds, which his 
friends and enemies duly share, while he from his exalted posi­
tion looks in a detached "fashion at the good and evil deeds.1 Thus 
it is apparent that the idea of transfer of good and evil deeds 
is found both in the pre-Kautilyan and post-Kautilyan literature. 
According to the Manusmriti the Kshatriya who is slain in battle, 
while he turns back in fear takes upon himself all the sins of his 
master and whatever merit a man who is slain in battle may have 
acquired for the world beyond, all that his master takes. The 
Arthasastra shows that a notion, which had been predominantly 
theological and ethical so far, can be politically interpreted. 
It stresses by implication the moral duty of the king towards his 
subjects. It appeals to super-terrestrial sanctions. 2 If the king 

1. Kausitaki Upanishad, i, 4 ; Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, i, 5, 
Cf. the Santiparva, xlc, 17 : 

snrf.rm ~ ~ 1:1;crr~ r~Rt 1 

~~ ij" ~ tfTWi 'if~ll1lff1:rfa !!i!fff: I 

ij"1it ~ ~~lf "fC!llliT'tq-r~i,d II 
2. Although Bentham uses the term sanctions to include both pleasure 

and pain, the Austinians confine the term only to pain. The concept of Karma 
implies that a man would enjoy pleasure or pain, after death, in accordance 
with the nature of the deeds performed by him. 
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would not perform his duties efficiently and properly, he will 
have to pay the penalty for the evil deeds of the subjects. Hence 
what the king should do is to be devoted to his primary duty of 
protection of the subjects. 

The concept of protection ( qn;;.; ) according to 
Kautilya was very comprehensive. It signified not the mere 
JUtilitarian idea of self-preservation from the outbursts of un­
foreseen violence and external aggression but also approximated 
to the ideal of social and economic justice in its concern for the 
well-being and happiness of the orphan, the aged, the widow, 

the sick and the poor (CIIWfOG:olfJNdolf'Ef1.ll"'l'l!i4'<1 ~ fcr~ I 
Ho'SJl!'iSI\JIIdi SI\Jiidilli4'<1 Tfl<!). The king was to take adequate 
measures to protect industry and agriculture and mining. In 
dispensing justice, imp~rtiality and fairness was to be upheld. 
If a capable person other than an apostate or mother 

( ~ 4fd(p:q: I ~ lffi!: ) -neglects to maintain his 
or her child, wife, mother, father, minor brothers, sisters or 
widowed girls, he or she was to be punished by the king with 
a fine of twelve panas. The king was to protect agriculture 
from the molestation of exorbitant fines, forced labour and taxes. 
The cattle population was to be protected from the devasta­
tions of thieves, tigers, poisonous creatures and cattle-diseas;:. 
The functions of the king also included conservation and de­
velopment of timber and elephant forests, buildings and mines. 
Hence Kautilya thought not in terms of mere power but was 
supremely concerned with protection, conservasion and 
justice. 

4· THE THEORr OF KINGSHIP IN THE 

MAHABHARATA 

The Santiparva of the Mahabharata contains two theories 
of elective kingship-the one associated with the name of Manu 
and the other with that of Prithu. Since the Santiparva is not 
a systematic political work but a collection of political ideas 
and opinions, it is not surprising to find two different traditions 
about one problem. Bhisma the narrator of these views in a 
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dialogue form does not seem to be conscious of having proposed 
contrary or different views. Yudhisthira asks him about the 
origin of kingship and he gives a mythical account of its origin. 
The statements with regard to the origin of the first king are 
mixed with references to the participation of the gods in the 
actual processes of election. A detailed analysis of the philqsophy 
behind these notions of divine participation will be given in the 
next chapter. We shall first take up the account of the origin 
of Manu's kingship. 

B:!fore discussing the conditions under which lVIanu became 
the first king Bhisma described the horrors associated with the 
kingless state or the condition of anarchy symbolized by the "law 
of fishes."l In kingdoms where anarchy prevails the sacrificial 
cult ceases to function and enjoyment of life is not possible. 
During times of anarchy, the wicked man robs the wealth of other 
people and indulges in comforts and pleasure. But he wants to 
have a king when his ill-gotten wealth is snatched away by others. 
In the anarchical period the enslavement of free people and the 
destruction of the sanctity of family life is co~mon.2 The 
condition of anarchy is best typified by the "law of fishes". 
Bhisma refers to the tradition that in the olden days people 
lived in a state of terrible destruction and oppression "devouring 
one another," like the fishes. 3 To get rid of this terrible state a 
few am:mgst th:!m assembled together and made certain compacts. 
-Samaya-saying : "He who becomes harsh in speech, 
or violent in temper, he who seduces or abducts other people's 

1. Santipamva, lxvii. 
2. Santiparva, lxvii. 

3· Summarizing the concrete specifications of the anarchical state- accord­
ing to the Mahabharata, Benoy Sarkar writes : "The non-state is then a state 
of anarchy, one in which the tyranny of robbers has full play,justice is non­
existent and the people prey upon one other. It is the greatest evil. 
Enjoyment of wealth is impossible under it. Only the robber is then happy. 
Even his happiness is precarious, because the one is deprived of his loot by two 
the two arc robbed of theirs by several combined. A free man is made a slave .. : 
It is thus wit~ th<: negation ofrJ?-or~ls and manners, the n~ll~fication of property, 
the very antithesis of law and JUstice that the non-state 1s Identified. And this 
appears to have been the fundamental position of Hindu theorists on the state." 
(P. 197, Institutions and Theories). But Sarkar has minimised the significance of 
the other account in the Mahabharata, Santiparva, chap. 5<1, where even when 
there was no king or kingdom, there was the prevalence of Dharma. 
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wives or robs the wealth that belongs to others, should be cast 
off by us. For inspiring confidence among all classes of the 

. "1 
people, they made such a compact and lived for some time. 
But these compacts to punish the destroyers of social peace and 
discipline evidently proved inadequate and hence they (possibly 
the few chosen leaders) proceeded to the God of creation and 
implored him to appoint some one as king.z Thus solicited, 
Brahma-the God of creation-asked Manu to become the king. 
Manu did not assent to the proposal and said : "I fear all sinful 
acts. To govern a kingdom is exceedingly difficult, especially 
among men who are always false and deceitful in their 
behaviour." a 

But the inhabitants of the earth or the subjects satisfied his 
objections and said to him : "Do not fear ! The sins that 
men commit will touch those only that commit them. For 
the increase of thy treasury we will give thee a fiftieth part of 
our animals and precious metals and a tenth part of our grain ... 
Those amongst men who will become the foremost of all in the 
u'>.! of weapons and in riding animals and other vehicles, shall 
proceed behind thee like the deities behind lndra. With 
the strength enhanced in this way, and becoming invincible and 
possessed of great prowess, thou wilt be our king and protect 

I. Ibid., lx~iii, 18-tg. 
• 2 • F_or a kmd~ed conception in Motze, a 4th cent. B. C. Chinese thinker, 

LIGng ~f~-c~ao, flutory of Clli,1eu Palitical Tllougllt {London, 1930 ), PP· IOS-

h1? : n t e days of old when there was no government every man observed 
IS own standard. As every man's standard was different two men had two 

stan~ar~s ~nd t':n men ten standards, the more the p~ople, the more the 
stanh ar ~ t at eXISted. Every man justified his own standard and despised that 
0~ the ot erdrp.an, so that there resulted relationships of mutual despising. In 
t e homesi ISagreement existed between father and son between brother and 
brot cr. n ~he market, people were to one another as ~ater and fire, hating 
one anothe~ hke poison, so that spare energy could not be used for mutual help. 
They held It better that surplus wealth should rot than be used for the common 
good. K~owledge that was gained was hidden and concealed, no exchange 
of exper~ence was possible. Chaos was the order of the day ; man lived 
tog<;ther hke beasts." (Practising Equality, i ). "Finally it was realised that 
unul there was a leader to unify the standards of rr.en, chaos must be a n.atural 
sequence .. Therefore, the man who combined in himself goodness, w1sdom, 
and sagac1ty was made emperor to bring uniformity out of the many standards. 
Vl'hcn the em~er~r ';Vas enthroned it was felt that, since as power of one man's 
eyes and ears IS hm1ted, he alone could not bring uniformity. Therefore, 
men who posse;55ed g_?~dness, wisdom, and sagacity, in .a l~sser ?,egree! W~'fc 
chosen to be h1gh mimsters of state to assist the emperor m h1s task · (lb1d., II). 

3. Ibid., 22. 
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us happily .... A fourth part of the merit which men will 
earn under thy protection will be thine. Like the sun scorching 
everything with his rays, go out for winning victories. Crush 
the pride of foes and let righteousness always triumph."l Being 
thus assured Manu proceeded, accompanied by a large force. 
Beholding the might and prowess of Manu the subjects were 
struck with fear and devoted themselves to the performance of 
their specific functions. Manu toured the world and supressed 
all acts of wickedness and set people to their respective duties.2 
From this account of the origin of the first king, after a period 
of anarchy, Bhisma draws the conclusion that people desirous. 
of mundane prosperity should elect and crown a king for the 
protection of all. It is very difficult to ascertain whether he 
believed in the historical veracity of the account of the origin 
of kingship given by him or was only constructing a hypothetical 
picture to substantiate his great stress on the necessity of a king 
for the well-being of society. 

Bhisma stresses the fact that people feel the great need 
of a king to save themselves from destruction. The horrors of 
the "law of fishes" are not mitigated by the compacts they had 
made amongst themselves. Manu the first king is not an 
ordinary individual. He is super-human and is like the gods 
in his might and prowess. 3 Althought he fixes the terms and 
conditions of rulership with the people he is the nominee of 
the God Brahma. The contractual agreement between the 
first king and the people which is found in the Buddhist literature 
and the Arthasastra is mentioned in greater detail here and this. 

I. Ibid., 23-29· 

2. Ibid., 3 r. 
3· Cf. Sri Aurobindo, The Ideal Human Uni(y, pp. 212-13 ; "In fact, 

if we examine the profound legendary tradition of India, we sec that its idea 
of the Manu is more a symbol than anything else. His name means man 
the mental being. He is the divine legislator, the mental demi-god in humanity 
who fixes the lines upon which the race or people has to govern its cvoluticnr 
In the Purana he or his sons arc said to reign in subtle earths or worlds or, as 
we say, they reign in the larger mentality which to us is subconscient and from 
there have power to determine the !!;;.e of development of the conscious life 
of man. His law is the Manava-Dharma-Sastra, the science of the law of" 
conduct of the mental or human being and in this sense we may think of the law 
of any human society as being the conscious evolution of the type and lines which 
its an Muhas fixed for it." 
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shows an advance in the conception of the contractual nature 
ofkingship. But here, as elsewhere in Hindu political philosophy, 
in spite of the references to some sort of bargaining and agreement 
between the mythical king and people, no systematic attempt 
is made to make explicit the fact that the rights and power of 
the king are derived from the people, although the desirability of 
killing a king who fails in the performance of his duties is con­
ceded. Bhisma also accepts the implication oft he transfer of merit, 
involved in the philosophy of Karma. Kautilya refers to the 
transfer of the evil deeds of the people to the king if he failed in 
his duty. The Mahabharatan account contains the notion of the 
transfer of good deeds of the people to the king if the latter is 
faithful to his primary duty of protection. 

The Mahabharata also contains a different account of the 
·Origin of the first king. Yudhisthira asks Bhisma the question 
of the necessity and justification of political obcdiencc.''Possessed 
of hands and arms and neck like others, having an understanding 
and senses like those of others, subject like others to the same kinds 
of joy and grief ... resembling others in birth and death, in fact, 

·similar to others in respect of all the attributes of humanity, 
for what reason does one man, viz., the king, govern the rest of 
the world numbering many men possessed of great intelligence 
and bravery ? Whence is it that one man rules the wide world 
teeming with brave and highborn men of good behaviour ? 
Why do all men seek to obtain his favour? Why is it that if one 
man becomes delighted, the whole world becomes delighted, 
and if that one man is troubled, [the whole world becomes 
troubled,l'' Bhisma, thus being questioned, narrates to him the 

origin of kingship. . 
In the golden age-the Kntayuga-there was no necessity 

of any king or kingdom or coercion. There was neither any 
system of punishment nor anybody to wield the sceptre of punish­
ment. 'I'he subjects protected eac? other by Dharma: . Protected 
by Dharma they lived for a long tn~~ but then the dtsmtegrating 
factors began to appear.2 The dtsmtegration was due to the 

r. Santiparva Lix 6-ro. 
2. lb'd ' , ' , 14-rs. 
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.appearance of anti-social psychological factors. Bhisma con­
su-ucts a logically connected picture of how one disintegrating 
drive led to another. The people were caught by Moha­
delusion and error. "Having become subject to error, the percep­
tions of men, 0 prince, came to be clouded, and thence their 
virtue began to decline. When their perceptions were dimmed 
and when men became subject to error, all of them became 
covetous, 0 chief of the Bharatas ! And because men sought 
to obtain objects which they did not possess, another passion called 
Just (of acquisition), got hold of them. When they became 
subject to lust, another passion, named wrath soon soiled them. 
·Once subject to wrath, they lost all consideration of what should 
be done and what should not. Unrestrained sexual indulgence 
set in. Men began to utter what they chose. All distinctions 
between food that is clean and unclean and between virtue 
and vice disappeared. Upon the disappearance of the Vedas, 
righteousness was lost. When both Vedas and righteousness 
were lost, the gods were possessed by fear." 1 The decline 
of the original Dharma is thus due to four factors, delusion, 
·greed, lust and attachment. This psychological theory of social 
·disorganization and decline has been greatly influenced by the 
Samkhyan theory of cosmic and individual development. The 
Mahabharata is silent about the all-pervasive factor of ignorance 
·or cosmic negativity which occupies such a great importance 
in the Vedantic thought. 2 

All these psychological drives mentioned by the Mahabha­
·rata-delusion, greed, lust and attachment-are only detailed 
specifications of what the writers on Samkhya philosophy call 
Ahamakara or egoistic self-feeling. 3 Ahamkara is the principle 
.of individuation and it imparts a sense of separate selfhood to the 
various selves. We are here concerned only with the psycholog~cal 
and not the cosmic aspect of Ahamkara. The function of 
Ahamkara is to generate the feeling of self-assertiveness m 

I. Ibid., 16-22. 

· 2. According to Deussen the metaphysics of the l'v.lahabharata marks 
rthe transition from the Vedantic spiritualistic idealism to the realism of the 
·Samkhya. 

3· For Samkhya ideas in the Mahabharata, see Joseph Dahlmann. 
Die Samkhya-Philosophie {Berlin, 1920 ). 
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the self or Purusa. It leads to the subjective selection of the 
impressions that come from the external world. This principle 
of self-assertiveness, self-distinction and individuating self-love 
leads to the captivity of the luminous soul in the clutches of nature 
by perverting its purity through the generation of the seeds 
of attachment.1 This notion of Ahamkara is borrowed by the 
later Vedantic writers and given a place in their scheme of 
psychology.2 It is highly interesting to find that in explaining 
the origin and justification of kingship, Bhisma should use the 
Samkhya psychology. So far, the Hindu psychologists and meta­
physicians had used the principles of the Samkhya only for 
explaining the genesis of the cosmos and the nature of suffering 
in the world. Bhisma is the first writer to use the Samkhya 
psychology in a political context. Even the Bhagavadgita which 
formulates a scheme of the spiritual destruction of man caused 
by lust, 3 very similar to the views of Bhisma, both being derived 
ultimately from the Samkhya, does not attempt any political use 
of that scheme. 

Having analysed the destruction of the pre-political condition 
in terms of Samkhya psychology, Bhisma attempts to describe 
the institution of kingship. Because the Vedas and Dharma 
had been destroyed among men, the gods were afflicted with fear 
and they approached Brahma-the God of creation-and 
solicited his advice. The God Brahma composed a big treatise 
describing the four ends of mankind. Having composed the 
treatise he said to the deities : HI have composed this science 
representing the very cheese of speech. Assisted by chastisement, 

I. arf~~SQ~:, ~ ftrfcrc:T: ~ Blf: 1 

'tCfliC:FHCfl~"'l "TOT:, m~cr II 
~ ~"" 

~''l:"'"~'fl 'tCfli~~ICfl: ~ Cl'tl~M~ill<li{ I 

~di~W~l11"1:, ~ dll1~~\JI~I~~ II 
-Samkhya Karika 24, 25. 

2. According to the Vedantaparihasa, the Antahkarana has four aspects ~ 
(i) 1\fanas, ( ii) Buddhi,. (i!i) Ahamka~a and (iv) Citta. Ahamkara has reference 
to the feeling of egoistic self-subsistence. The Vedantasara comprehends 
Ahamkara under Manas. 

3· B. G., ii, 62-63. 
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this science will protect the world. Dealing rewards and punish­
ments, this science will operate among men. And because men 
are led (to the acquisition of the objects of their existence) by 
chastisement, or, in other words, chastisement leads or governs 
everything, therefore, will this science be known in the three 
worlds as Dandaniti (science of chastisement) .1 

The gods then approached Vishnu-the God of preserva­
tion-and requested him to indicate "that one among mortals 
who deserves to have superiority over the rest."2 Vishnu 
created by his will a son born of his energy, named Virajas. 
The latter did not desire lordship over people but was devoted 
to contemplation. His son and grandson and great-grandson 
also devoted themselves to renunciation and austerity. His 
great-great-grandson became a protector of creatures and was 
very pious in his behaviour. The latter had a son well versed 
in policy, who became a slave to his passions. The latter's son 
was called Vena. Vena was a slave of wrath and malice and 
became unrighteous in his conduct towards all creatures and 
hence the seers and the sages killed him. From the right arm 
of Vena sprang his son, Prithu. The slaughter of Vena was re­
garded by theorists like Manu as the classic example of regicide 
because of the king's indiscipline. 

King Prithu asked the gods and the sages as to what he was 
to do. The gods and the sages directed him as follows : 
"Do thou fearlessly accomplish all those tasks in which righte­
ousness ever resides. Disregarding what is dear and what not 
so, look upon all creatures with an equal eye. Cast off at a dis­
tance, lust and wrath and covetousness and honour, and, always 
observing the dictates of righteousness, do thou punish with they 
own hands the man, whoever he may be, that deviates from the 
path of duty. Do thou also swear that thou wouldst, in thought, 
word and deed, always maintain the religion inculcated on Earth 
by the Vedas. Do thou further swear that thou wouldst fearlessly 
maintain the duties laid down in the Vedas with the aid of the 

1. Santiparva, Lix, 75-78. 
2. Ibid., 87. 
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. f h t' t and that thou wouldst never act with science o c as 1semen , 
caprice ... pledge further that thou wouldst protect the world 

from an intermixture of castes."1 

This oath which king Prithu had to take is remarkable in 

several respects. Prithu promises to maintain law and order, 
protect the people and never be arbitrary. He is to punish not 
everybody, but only the wrong-doers. His social functions are 
shown by the promise to protect the people from intermixture 
of castes. He promises special reverence for the Brahmins. 
After this oath was taken the deities, the sages, the regents of 
the quarters and Vishnu himself crowned Prithu as the king 
of the world. Prithu was called Raj an because he gratified all 
the people. He carried the name of Kshatriya because he 
healed the wounds of Brahmins. The God Vishnu entered 
the body of Prithu in consequence of his penances and 
the entire universe offered divine worship to Prithu. 2 

5· THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS 

therefore 

Thus far we have analyzed four different accounts of the 
origin of kingship-( 1) the origin of kingship amongst the gods 
to obtain victory against the demons ; ( 2) the ''Great Elect" 
theory of the Buddhist literature ; ( 3) Kautilya's theory of the 
election of Manu ; and ( 4J the Manu and Prithu traditions in 
the Mahabharata. In all of these accounts there is a strong 
mythical element. That this incorporation of a mythical account 
does not show any political primitivism is clear when we consider 
the profound philosophical and psychological assumptions 
of the theorists. 

These accounts are not the concrete descriptions of a 
historical event in the truth of which the writers believed. This 
does not imply the denial of the historicity of some of the 
figures referred to in these account'>, especially of Manu and 
Prithu. This question is controversial. But so much is certain 
that whether the figures be historical or mythical, they have 

1. Ibid, wg-ro8. 
2. Ibid, I2H. 
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been used by the theorists not for narrating any actual historical 
event but to show the logical characteristics of kingship as an 
institution. Even if there could b~ some doubt about the logical 
and non-historical purpose of the others, not a shadow of doubt 
remains about the Buddhist account. Buddha's main aim 
is not to present the accurate history of social and political 
evolution but to show the hollowness of the pretensions to power 
of the contemporary holders of authority. He is interested not 
in the objectivity and veracity of the details of history but in the 
construction of a set of propositions, to establish his naturalistic 
theory of the origin of social castes against the theory of divine 
origin of the Varnas as enunciated in the Rigveda. 

One implication of all these theories is the repudiation of 
any conception of kingship as an eternal institution. Kingship 
is not prior to other social institutions but arises at a certain 
historical period to satisfy certain wants of mankind. Both the 
Buddhist account and the Prithu and Manu traditions of the 
Mahabharata do assume periods when men lived as social 
beings but when there was no organized political superior. The 
primacy of Dharma is apparent in the Prithu account where 
it is said that people protecttd each other by Dharma although 
there was no organized machinery of coercion. 

Another important implication of the elective theory of 
the origin of kingship was the conception of kingly power as a 
trust. In the Satapatha there are references to specific purposes 
for which kingship has been instituted. 1 This idea of kingly 
power being related to function and purposes is repeated in 
the coronation oath in the Aitareya and the Mahabharata. 
In the Mahabharata the kingdom is described as a trust in the 
hands of Yudhisthira. 2 This idea of kingly power or kingdom 
as a trust is the extension of the idea of "Aparigraha"-non­
accumulation of wealth and possessions as enunciated in the Yoga 
philosophy. 3 The dominance of the moral and spirititual orienta­
tion to values and ideals in Hindu thought always implied th8 

I. S.B., v, 2, I' 25; v.s., x, 22. 
2. Asramavasika, ix. 
3· Commenting upon the Yogasutra ii, 30, conception of Aparigraha, 
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transitoriness of worldly prosperity. Even those writers who 
preached the supremacy of power and conquest would advocate 
the vanity of human ambitions and acquisitions when they would 
<:orne to the problem of the foundations and justification of human 
life. Hence some thinkers even while advocating the extension of 

territories as a part of the Dharma of the king would ultimately 
regard this as inferior to the concept of abnegation of wealth and 
power. It is similar to the metaphysical notion of the agent 
as propounded in the Gita. According to both the Vedanta 
and the Samkhya metaphysics, there is a strong emphasis on 
determinism. In the Vedanta either everything is done by the 
will of the absolute or from an ultimate standpoint there is no 
action being done at all. In the Samkhya everything is being 
done by the operative mechanism of nature and not by the self. 
The Gita accepts both of these notions and hence man is regarded 
as a mere agent and not an autonomous actor.1 Hence even 
the !'oyal functionaries are not self-propelled persons but arc only 
performing that which has been willed by the divine. If a 
person as highly regarded in the Hindu tradition as Arjuna, 
is only an agent for the concrete realization of the supreme 
will of Godhead, the ordinary mortal kings do not count. This 
conception of the supremacy of a divine being necessarily implies 
the insignificance of man and his pride of autonomous actor hood 

~~~ • ~· .... • ~ f. " 
Vya~a says: lqq<:fflJITl1-if'R~Il'f~ ...... 'l'f•@l<fl4d3i1'11~t<l1Cfl'(OI"fq {~: I 

Vachaspati makes the following comment on it : ··~ ~ 1j·~'l4l "3'fciT +rPrr­
·;:ljHI"''!fcfcN~ "(lllT: •tli=u~?lf"l =ifRlfTUTTfl:rfu 1 f~~~ G:l1:l) 
;;A~ ~~)lr: ~fu I OTmffiliTUTI+flWflq'1al'1111f!T 

~urt fo1 f~astfu<A~Ifq~q l~"l~lq~~rt'I"C§I'E"''~Il!IOIIlfCll'q If"! a 1'1 i :q 

~~qW'11~'E'cflifi"((1'""f'qf~~: 1 "' 
1. The Gita trie~ to reconsile the absolutistic self-substantive determi­

nism of the Vedanta with the cosmic determinism of the Samkhya by asserting 
the concept of the two Prakrits. 

~llf~a'E<:t4,.l!T Wlifij' f<ffu ~ q"'(f11 1 
;;ff<P~at 11~1<41~ lllf~ 'tllliiJ ~ 1" 

In its references to the transcendence of Prakriti ~nd the devotional self 
surrend.er to a supn;~e Godhead ( lllif<fi' ~ ;;r;;r) the G ita embarks upon a 
theol?!pcal determimsm of the tyl?e which we find in Hindu and European 
mysticism and also to some extent In Augustine and Aquinas. 
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is regarded as a m'!re agency. Hence this kind of metaphysics 
W:l~tld supiJ:lrt the attitudes of detachment and disinterestedness 
towards political power and authority. If the king is a mere agent, 
then egoistic engrossment in the pursuit of political honour should 
be replaced by a conscientious adherence to the canons of d1:1ty. 
Thereby the tendency to treat political office as a mere trust 
would get philosophical and moral reinforcement. This idea 
of the kingly power being only a deposit or a trust, has been sub­
stantiated not only by the political theory of original election and 
the metaphysical theory of absolutistic or cosmic determinism, 
but also by concrete historical reference to kings like J anaka and 
Asvapati who are not devoted to power politics, but concern 
themselves with the knowledge of the self and eschatology. 
The Maitrayan! Upanishad refers to king Brihadratha who was 
convinced of the evanascene of worldly phenomena and hence re­
tired to the forest as a recluse after giving the kingdom in charge 
of his son. Hindu history and mythology contain several examples 
of the abnegation of political power. For centuries the Hindu 
mind has been dominated by the illustrious example of Buddha 
who gave up the rulership of a state for the supreme quest 
of knowledge. Thus the idea of kingly power as a trust or deposit 
is one of the fundamental principles of Hindu political philosophy. 
The coronation oath, both in theory and in practice, was a con­
crete demonstration of it. But this theory of kingly power as 
a trust or deposit is not to be confused with the modern 
conception of the state as a public service association which has 
been developed by the French solidaristic school of sociology. 
This conception stresses the increasing significance of the non· 
coercive public service activities of the state in the control and 
management of public utilities and in other undertakings which 
have an orientation to serve collective welfare. The roots of the 
modern conception of the state as an agency to realize public 
service lie in the materialistic philosophy of socialism and socio­
economic justice while the foundations of the ancient Hindu 
theory of king's authority as trust lay in the spiritual philosophy 
of cosmic determinism. 

Less pronounced than the principle of power as. a trust but 
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1 · of the first also related to the general theory of the e cct10n . s· 
f . hteous kmg. Ince king is the notion of the murder o an unng . 

. f chy is the baSIC protection of the subjects from the evlls o anar 
. h king who does reason for the institution of the kmg, encc a 

ffi d . . b .d d "rke a leaky boat on not a or protectwn IS to e av01 c , t f 
. . can transfer 0 the sea."I Jayaswal2 mterprets av10dancc to m 

11 · . · t does not mean a egtance to another kmg, but the Sansknt tcx . 
· trial sanctiOns thts. The Mahabharata also refers to supcr-terres 

a · · k" Bh" rces with Manu gamst a non-protectmg mg. tsma ag 
· 1 he assumes m holding that if the king does not protect the peop e 
one-fourth of the evil deeds of the subiects. 3 Bhisma also accepts 

"' b. ct Yudhisthira's opinion that if the king fails to protect the su ~~ 
a · · h t and receive ny person could wteld the sceptre of pums men 
the affection of the people."1 The Mahabharata accepts that taxes 
should be levied after due consideration because otherwise the 
subjects ''hate that king who earns a notoriety for voracious~ess 
of appetite." 5 Vamadeva even sanctions the killing of a ktng 
who transgresses the canons of Dharma and fails in the duty of 
protection. He says : ''That king who disregards righteous­

~ess and desires to act with brute forces, soon falls away from 
n.ghteousness and loses both righeteousness and profit. That 
kt~~ who acts according to the counsels of a vicious and sinful 
mtntster becomes a destroyer of riahteousness and deserves to 
be 1 · . . o 

sam by hts subJects with all his family. Indeed he very 
s~on meets with destruction. That king who is incompetent to 
~tscharge the duties of state-craft, who is governed by caprice 
1 ~ all his acts, and who indulges in brag soon meets with destruc­
tiOn eve "f h h ' , & n I e appens to be the ruler of the whole Earth · 

This view as expressed by Vamadeva is remarkable, inas• 
much as it is in disagreement with the general view of the Maha­
bhar~ta. But as has been pointed out earlier, the Mahabharata 
contams several types of political views attributed to several 

I. Santiparva, Lvii, 44· 
2. Jayaswal, op. cit., II, 164. 
3. Santiparva, Lxxvi, 10 ; Anusasanaparva Lxi. 
4. Santiparva, Lxxviii, 36-38. ' 
5 . Ibid., Lxxxvii, 19. 
6. Ibid., xcii, 7-9· 
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writers and quoted by Bhisma as occasion arises. But since there 
is no systematic attempt at constructing a logically coherent poli­
tical theory, it is not possible to find an uniform type of think­
ing. It is true that when Bhisma quotes an author or a sage heap­
proves of his views but he is not able to achieve logical consisten­
cy throughout. We shall say something more about the theory of 
regicide ofVamadeva presently, after quoting another relevant 
passage. "The king who tells his people that he is their protector 
but does not acutally protect them should be slain by his combined 

subjects like a mad dog afflicted with rabies ... " 1 This passage, too, 
contains the precept of the killing of a king who does not protect 
the people, but only plunders their wealth. Commenting upon 
such passages of the Mahabharata, Bandyopadhaya says : ''Pre­
vailing political ideas, which in spite of the influence of sacer­
dotalism or of paternalism, recognized the ultimate sovereignty 
of the people and regarded the king as the custodian of popular 
interests who received tribute and allegience in lieu of righteous 
rule. The moral right of revolution was also supposed to reside 
in the people.":! 

We already have emphatically repudiated the conceptual 
existence of the theory of sovereignty in ancient Hindu thought 
without d:!nyi.ng the historical existence of agencies which 
could be called severeign in the sense of exercising or having 
the capacity to exercise supreme political power. The notion 
of sovereignty of the people is totally absent in the Mahabharata. 
It is true that there are some historical references in the 
Mahabharata and other parts of Indian literature, to the deposi­
tion or murder of the king, which we may in our modern terms 
call the exercise of sovereign authority or an act of revolution. 
But the basic point at issue here is, whether the ancient theorists 
conceived of these acts only as sporadic attempts to change 
the actual incumbent of the political office or as the vindication 
of popular rights against tyrants. The mere mention of acts of 
murder or dethronement of the king does not prove the existence 

1. Anusasasanaparva, Lxi, 32-33· 
2. Bandyopadhaya, op. cit., p. 205. 
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of a dem~cratic philosophy of inalienable rights of the people. 
We find examples of depositions, dethronements, and murders 
in the most primitive societies as well as in some of the advanced 
<:ivilized democratic as well as autocratic political systems. 
But it is not possible to interpret ev.::ry act of political murder as an 
example of the "glorious revolution" .1 

More than this, I do not find any Sanskrit word that answers 
to the modern notion of revolution. Of course, we find reference 
to the word Viplava in the lVIahabharata but it does not signify 
the same thing as the modern Hindi word Viplava which means 
Trevolution. 2 More than that, the word Viplava has begun to .be 
used only in modern times to signify the sense of the Enghsh 
-word "revolution". Unless we can show any ancient usc of the 
word Viplava in the sense of revolution, we would not be justified 
in speaking of the moral right of revolution. 

Furthermore, we find no formulation of the concept of right. 3 

lt is true that in both the passages quoted above, in connection 
with the problem of regicide, there are hortatory statements 
about killing the king who "Violates Dharma. But there is no 
positive statement of the concept of political right to do so. Of 
.course, one can say that when Vamadeva prescribes the slaughter 
of the king it amounts to saying that the people have a right to 
do that. But it is to b:! remembered that a normative statement 
does not necessarily imply the assertion of a right coi}.cerning that 
specific thing about which the statement has been made. 

. r. V_. ~- ~- Di~hi!ara is an example of such historicist. fallacy. Sec 
l:(zndu Adrmm:trallve Instttutrons p. 67 :"Examples again corrcspondmg to the glo· 
nous ~evolll:t10n of 16_88 .are not unknown to Indian history. There are several 
cases m wh1ch th~ re1gmng king was expelled and a new dynasty was founded 
by the general will of the people." 

2: For the me~ning of the word Viplava in the Mababharata see Otto 
Bohthngk and Rudolph Roth, Sanskrit- Worterbuch (St. Petersburg, 187 1) • 
VI. 1118. 

3· Cf. ~::ni. P_rasad, Theory ?!Government in Ancient India (Allahabad, I 927)_, 
p. 8 : "The m~1v~dua~ and soc.Iety become one in their moral purpose. !hiS 
concepti'?n of !Jfe 1mphes a demal ?f fl:la.tural Rights in ~he fo.rm whi~h the 1c!ea 
assumed m modern Europe. The mdJvJdual is merged m socJety agamst wb1ch 
he can have no rights. A~ I his rights consist in the performance of his function. 
In the discharge of hi~ dut~es, he is entitled to protection at the ~ands of t!Je 
Government and society m general. But his rights are pre-emmently so.::Jal 
'ghts. The antithesis man versus the state or society, could not have occurred n . d, 

to the Hindu mm · 
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It do~s not imply the existence of the concept of right. The 
dichotomy of right and duty arose in a specific historical situation 
in the west.1 It is the product of speculations generated in a 
concrete historical period. In Greece there was no word that 
could answet· to the modern word right although the Greek 
theory of common good as the teleology of social and political life 
b~came the foundation for the construction of an idealistic and 
purposive approach to the conception of rights. The beginnings 
of right are to be traced to th:= L:ttin word Jus. The modern 
appra:1ch to rights is a cons~quence of the rise of rationalism and 
individualism after the Renaissance. In Hindu philosophy 
the comprehensiveness of the notion of Dharma made impossible 
th~ em~rgence of any conceptual dichotomy of right and duty. 
The notion of Dharma emphasizes the social duties and functions 
of a person. It also involves the idea contained in the western 
notion of right because it implies that if somebody encroaches 
upon his own Dharma the latter can and should fight back but the 
conceptual formulation i"n terms of the categories of right and 
duty is totally different. In the word Dharma the functional 
approach is dominant. It postulates an organic conception of 
society in which all social beings are permeated with one supreme 
intelligent purpose which is to subserve the good of all living 

beings ( ~~). Dut the dichotomy of rig?ts and duties is 
postulated upon a conception of society as a world of claims and 
counter-claims. It stresses, to some extent at least, a mechanical 
conception of society. 

The Mahabharata passages in question quoted above do 
categorically state that an unrighteous or non-protecting king 
should be slaughtered. Without denyinz the force of the statement 
that the subjects should combine and kill a non-protecting king 

1. Thomas Hobbes, Le11iatlw11, Everyman's edition, pp. 66-67: "A Law 
of Nalure, (Lex Natura/is) is a Precept, or general Rule, found out by Reason~ 
by which a man is forbidden to do, that, which is destructive of his life, or· 
taketh away the means ofprcserving the same, and to omit that, by which he· 
thinketh it may be best preserved. For though that speak of this subject, 
u~e to confound Jus, and Le.Y, Right and Law ; yet they ought to be distinguished· 
because Right, consisteth in liberty to do, or to forbear, whereas Law, deter.' 
mineth and bindeth to one of them :so that Law, and Right, differ as much, as 
obligation, and Liberty, which in one and th~ same m.-atter are inconsistent." 
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we should like ta make certain reservations concerning the idea 
of political resistance in Hindu writers. First, the statement 
about "slaying the king like a mad dog" does not occur in the 
Santiparva, the book which deals with political matters and has 
devoted considerable space to the discussion of the Dharma of the 
:king. It occurs in another book called Anusasanaparva, and 
is found in one of the chapters w~ich discusses the excellence of 
the Dharma of charity. But if the writer of the Mahabharata 
or Bhisma has a theory of political murder or resistance, it should 
have been brought forth in the forefront and discussed in detail, 

~nd not relegated to chapters discussing charity· Second~y, 
If the Mahabharata or Bhisma had a systematic theory of resJS• 
tance, they should not have b:!en content only with stating that 
the king should be slain. They ought to have gone into more 
details. Any theorist who has a sense of political perspective 
would not mention the theory of resistance in a few words or a 
r, r . ew llles and devote chapters after chapters endlessly repeatmg 
the Dharmas of the king and the four ·orders. Third, ev\!n in 
Vamadeva's statement advocating the murder of a king who 
appoints evil-minded ministers we find that resistance is actuallY 

' -confined to one word, Badhyah-"should be killed." 1 On the 
-other hand, far greater stress is laid on the unrighteous king 
perishing or being ruined in no time, and hence it is evident 
that no dynamic theory of resistance is ~efcrred to. 

A further implication of the theory of elective kingship was 
the idea that taxation is the money paid by the subjects for 
receiving the benefit of protection. 2 This theory was advocated 
by the great supporters of monarchy like Kautilya3 , Bhisma 

I. Santiparva, xcii, 6. 

2. Bandyopadhaya, op. cit., pp. 281-282. 

3· Jayaswal, op. cit., I, 173-174, 174 n. 

Cf. ~ ~ llf""'l'i~ I f.R;_r;r~: tR:Sr ~ 
~ 1-Arthasastra, xiii, x. 

lit ~ <itlw~t«~ ::cr ~ Rc<i ~ ~= , 
~ {111$:2!41tf0f 1;WII•tl ~ ttiWl{ t-Santiparva, lxxi, 7· 
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and Sukra. In the section discussing war ( ~ bll f~Cfll{) 
Kautilya prescribes that in an open or fair battle the king devoted 

to Dharma ( <:Tf~) should call his army together and speci­
fying the place and time of the encounter should address thus : 

"I am a functionary drawing wages like yourselves(1~lt~d'1tsfB:r). 
This kingdom is to be enjoyed with your help and cooperation." 
As we have seen in the discussions about the "Great Elect", 
this theory was not a product of the orthodox Brahmanical works, 
but of the heretical Buddhistic schools. This theory was accepted 
even by those who adhered to the notion of the divine origin of 
kingship. According to Krishna Dvaipayana, the king was to 
protect the life and property of the subjects and hence if he failed 
to recover the property taken away by thieves it was to be made 
good from his own purse. 1 The l'viahabharata definitely called 
the taxes to be the wages of the king. "The one-sixth Bali ta.x, 
import and export duties, fines and forfeitures collected from 
offenders-gathered in accordance with the Shastras (law and 
constitution), as yourwages (Vetanena) shall constitute your 
revenue." 2 According to the ~Ianusmriti (viii, 335-336) the 
king was not to leave unpunished none-niether a father, nor a 
teacher, nor a friend, nor a mother, nor a wife, nor a son, nor a 
dom~stic priest, in case they transgressed the bounds of their 
Dharma. But Manu is emphatic on the rigid adherence to the 
duties also of the king. He says : "Where another common man 
would be fined one Karshapana, the king shall be fined one 

thousand ; that is the settled rule." 
This idea was referred to even in later works. According 

to Narada "both the customary receipts of a king and what is 
called the sixth of the produce of the soil, form the royal revenue, 

s:tHICflF<l4"1'T mer l1TSS1fTf~q: I 

r:m-rnctaf.i=ct( ~ +rT<l~( ~rrfu tffi?lfif 11-Santiparva, bod, 20. 
" . ·~ "' ... 

Tile king is definitely exhorted to act, in the matter of ta'l:-collection like a bee 
sucking honey from flowers, a cowherd tending his cattle, and a leech sucking 
blood. 

Quoted injayaswal, II, gg. 
Santiparva, Lxxi, I o ; this verse is translated by Jayaswal , op. cit.~ 
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the reward for the protection of his subjects." 1 Sukra, the great 
champion of monarchy, also talks in a similar vein : "God has 
made the king, though master in form, the servant of the people, 
getting his wages (sustenance) in taxes for the purpose of conti­
nuous protection and growth." 2 Sukra prescribes that every 
year the king should inspect the villages, the towns and the 
districts and the provinces and should find out which subjects 
have b:!en pleased and which oppressed and exploited by the 

administrative staff ( 3ffCJ'fllf<JI'lj: <fiT~'<f ~f'iffil: ~ 'flfqqr:). He 
should calmly consider the problems brought forward by the 
people and should have a bias and leaning for the cause of the 

people and not of the officialdom ( ~;:f -;p::rpo.::p:fcr) • The king 
should dismiss the officer who is accused by one hundred men. 

The th~ory of the elective origin of kingship has some impor­
tant institutional consequences. Even when kingship had 
become a hereditary and fully entrenched and powerful institution, 
lip service was always paid to the theory of elective kingship by 
elaborate coronation rituals. 

r. Quoted in Jayaswal, op. cit., II, r62. 
2. Sukranitisara, i, r88, this verse is translated by Jayaswal ,op. ci'., 

II. 163. 



CHAPTER V 

THE THEORY OF THE DIVINITY OF THE 
KING IN ANCIENT INDIA 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The earliest stages of human evolution were marked by the 
predominance of the theological outlook. The various events 
and happenings in the universe were interpreted with reference 
to the intervention of the gods. The latter were conceived to 
be superhuman and gifted with supernormal powers, strength 
and will. These gods were not extra-cosmic but presided over 
the diverse aspects of cosmic becomings and multiple phenomena. 

Deva is one of the most significant words in Hindu literature. 
Ordinarily it is translated into English by the word 'god'. 
Some of the most important Hindu political thinkers call the 
king as a Deva and :t\1anu regards the king as the ''great deity". 
But the idea of the divinit)' of the king arose in the context of the 
peculiar and distinct religious ideas and institutions of ancient 
India and it cannot be properly understood in terms of the 
Semitic notions of a monotheistic God. Hence it is necessary 
to grasp some of the fundamental religious conceptions of the 
ancient Hindus if we are to appreciate the proper significance 
of such ideas as "the creation of the king out of the particles of 
gods" or the ·inculcation of political obedience to the king because 

some god has entered his body. 
The earliest picture of ancient Indian religion that we 

find at Mohenjo-daro and Harappa does not show any idea of 
monotheism although there are evidences to indicate the existence 
of the cult of the Mother Goddess, the worship of Rudra, and 
possibly the institution of priesthood. In the Vedic literarture 
there are frequent references to various gods, some of whom are 
terrestrial, others atmospheric and celestia1.1 In the Rigveda, 
in spite of the multiplicity of gods, monotheistic and even 

r. R. V., i, 139, ll ; Nirukta vii, 5· 
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monistic ideas are found.l The monistic ideas contained in 
some hymns of the Rigveda and the Atharvavcda \vere 
expounded by the Upanishads and carried to their logical 
culmination in the system of Badarayana and the later V edantic 
·schools.2 The m'Jnotheistic ideas of the Veda were expounded 
by the Brahmanas, the Yoga philosophy of Patanjali, the theistic 
system oflatcr Nyaya and those Vedantic writers who developed 
the notion of a personal God who is the absolute as conditioned by 
the empirical categories of time, space and causality. 3 But in 

·spite of the development of philosophical monism and religious 
monotheism, the notion of the multiplicity of gods never lost its 
hold on the Hindu mind. The conception of the plurality of 

·gods remained a vital and dominant theological force 
notwithstanding the development of the idea that, after all, 
the various gods arc in es~ence the same. 4 Among these various 

Ma 1M· .:raul n.~u~se_n, Outliner of !wliatz.Philosophy (Balin, 1907), pp. 12-13 ; 
x ul!er, TheSzxSyrtemsoflndwzPhzlosojJI!J(NuvYork, 18gg),pp. 51-52 . 

. · 2 • V. !:'·Varma, "Some /\~peels of the Ori~ins of the Upanishadic Rcli­
~190_n ~nd1 ~hdosophy in the Vedas", Joumal of the Bihar Research Society, XXXVI, 

:>O • bzd., Mo'lism and the Vt·da~," (in Hindi), Parijat, Patna, October, 19-1-6. 
3· ::b ·r .. ~ ~ ,-n~ij cjq(Cfil~lll <HI'fGC!: ~<:!'II "''ll !if "'!."<"~ ~: I 

~ f.R~ B"cf.mf~~ 1-Yoga~utra i, 25, 26. 

;;r;.ili\U(=ll ~q: I m~lilf~ I Vedanta>Utra i, I, 283. cr., Samkara 

on them . "= ..;.. · • , · ~ · ""'~ \if1Tct1 ;:o+r~ Olll'lldfliT <TCfimi<RHlWfd'Ell 5flct· 

·f.nrcR~;nf•'ff+r~f;n!frtnm~lf'Elf 11rmJ"Clrf"Rll<:"i~~ ;;rrq-~fa-­
~ lffi: ~ <hr<Rf: Cfi({U(({(OfRr Cfl\~Wfu I ~: '!f[~: ~­
~i"'t"fffc41Ui'E~c;r·~ 5f<ftcr<mrcW:ircrmf~: ~ci:tr~lf ~tfrr: 
~ 'X~ I <r@;~zr ~flf«Rrf~~Ufflf ~cf~ullf""''at=ll ~cf~r­
~: ~<f;;fl-sfur 1" 

. Commenting on the Nyaya~utra, iv, 1, 21, Vatsyayana says : ~urf~f~Gc­
'11mrr.:~'11'4CI <: ~mro Cfl{'41ra<I:!-Tcffi:r: 3f'Cfm~zrr~ASI'ilc=:~l~llr 
'Cfl:i~.~~ :q fc;rfu~lc•wct<'1l'4"1<:, ~lf '<f ~M­
~~1 

4. ~ 3fm; ~~~~CIT an~ fc;r~ ~: I 
-R. V., i, 164- 39• 

~ flr-t Cj~Ujqfl"'''tl§<'4l Rolf: ~ ~1 <i~c'ii1_ I ' 

JJ:'fi ~~fCfSIT Cl"g'Cff Cl~~cllf<"'' ~ 'ilctf<~Cii<'t'iig: 1-R. V. i, 164, 46. 
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gods some have enjoyed relatively greater pre-eminence. In 
the Vedic days, Indra, Varuna, Agni and Prajapati were con­

:siderably more important than the lesser gods and deities. In 
the post-Vedic days there was developed the notion of the three 
most important gods, Brahma- the God of creation, Vishnu 
-the God of preservation, and Siva-the God of destruction. 
In the Satapatha Brahmana thirty three gods are referred to. 1 

The Sanskrit word Deva which is usually translated by the 
the word 'god' means a b:!ing who is luminous or resplendent and 
hence it docs not necessarily imply the notion of worship. Accord­
ing to the Nirukta the word Dcva means any object which has 
the capacity of giving, shining, making luminous or living in 
the heavenly regions. 2 Due to the notion ofluminosity contained in 
the word Deva, anything powerful came to be called Deva and 
it did_ not necessarily have the implication of religious venera­
tion. At times the parents and the preceptor are called Devas. 3 

'The multiplicity and diversity which were characteristic of the 
gods in the Vedic and post-Vedic literature went on constantly 
increasing as more and more objects came to be called Devas. 4 

But a notion of hierarchical gradation was of course maintained 
as, for example, the parents as gods are certainly not on the same 
footing as Vishnu. 5 Perhaps this sketch will enable us to grasp 
the significance of some of the political ideas connected with the 
word Deva. 

I. S. B., quoted in Dayananda, Satyarthaprakasha, vii. 

2. Ni.-ukta, vii, 17 :~eft <rr.=mrr <ft~r 'C!lwmrr ~~) ~CRITRr 
·err 1 

3· Ibid., vii,4--~ wl~ ~q~Cfc:ll~fdfet"~CRZf ~ffi fqq_~C'.I-:4' 
:;p.r ~fer 1 

"'~c::... ........... Fr ~ 
4· lf 1"'1"1.110 'Otlltti'<.I~C'.!Htl at ~'(HI~"!_ I R. V. vi, 2, 25, I. "'1<-41-t"'• 

~idFR'iqd 'UQI.-l!l:lli¥=l!.-SI\'illqfcr: q-~~qfd'<l'litld 1-V. S. xiv, 31 . 
·~ ~ ' ' ' 

According to Durgacharya and Mahidhara the Vedic gods were powerful 
.ancient kings. 

5· ~ro +rcr ~1 +rcr ~CfT ~ amr~ ~ 
-T. U. vii, I I. 
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2. THEORr OF THE DIVINITr OF THE KINCJ IN 
THE VEDIC LITERATURE 

The Vedic literature contains references to the divinity of 
the king. The Vedas refer to some of the gods themselves 
having been kings. "Varuna, true to holy law, sits down 
among his people ; he, most wisely sits there to govern all." In 
a Rigvedic hymn Mitra and Varuna arc called kings and guard­
ians of the perm'3.nent vast order.l In the Rigveda there is a 
hymn by Trac;adasyu, one of the famous Vedic kings, and he 
attributes divinity to himself. 

"Twofold is my empire, that of the whole Kshatriya race, and all 
the mortals are ours : the gods associate me with the acts of 
Varuna : I rule over (those) of the proximate form of man. 
I am the king V<ttuna ; on me (the gods) bestow those principal 
energies (that are) destructive of the Asuras ; (they) associate 
me with the worship of Varuna. I rule over the acts of the 
proximate form of man. 
I am Indra, I am Varuna, I am those two in greatness ! (I am the 
vast, profound, b:!autiful, heaven and earth. 
I have distributed the moisture-shedding waters ; I have upheld 
the sky as the abode of the water ; by the water I have become 
the preserver of the water, the son of Aditi, illustrating the three­
fold elementary space. 

I. 
~Oli iff ~ ~ ~) "{1'\jff ~~ ~ 'i!:rra' I 

an ~.;r ~~ lftcrr f-er<N~il~M llid+icrT~ I 
'" -R. V. vii, 64, 1-2; 

~f. fi~facdonell, Vedic .Mylliology p. 24 : "Varuna alone or conjointly with Mitra, 
IS 0 ten called a king, like the other leading de ties and'Yama. l-Ie is king of all, 
bl~~gods and men, of the whole world, and of all that exists. Varuna is also a 
se ependent ruler, a term generally applied to Indra. Much more fre­
quently Varuna, alone or mostly in a~sociation with Mitra is called a universal 
monarch { ~'W(\jj'). This teem is also applied to A~ni a few times and 

oftener to Indra ... The attribute of so,·ereignty ( ~} is fn a predomi­
nant manner appropriated to Varuna, generally· with Mitra and twice with 
Al'}'aman also. Otherwise, it i~ applied only once respeictivcly to Agni, Bri-· 
haspati and the Asvins." Ibid., p. 64 : ''lndra is a universal monarch, 
not as the applier of the eternal laws of the universe nor as a ~oral ruler, 
~uta~ an irresi.~tible warrior whose mighty arm wins victory, whos~ m:xha~stible· 
hb.-:ality bestows the highest goods on mankind; and who delaghtmg m the 
exhaleration of the magni~ccn~ Soma .sa~~ificcs, confers rich rewards on the 
hosts of priests officiating m has worsh1p. 
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Warriors well mounted, ardent for contest, invoke me ; selected 
(combatants) invoke me in battle; I, the affluent Indra, instigate 
the conflict, and, endowed with victorious prowess, I raise up the 
dust (in the battle). 
I have done all these (deeds) ; no one resists my divine unsurpassed 
vigour, and when the Soma juices, when sacred songs, exhilarate 
me, then the unbounded heaven and earth are both alarmed. "1 

In this hymn a king calls himself Indra and Varuna who are 
two of the most important Vedic gods. Trasadasyu not 
only calls himself Indra and Varuna but claims for himself the 
glory almost of a supreme God. In the Atharvaveda are also 
found sentiments of the divinity of the king. 2 In one hymn 
Indra is invoked for making the king superior to his enemies. 
Indra is regarded as the companion of the king. 3 The following 
hymn of the Atharvaveda contains a definite notion of the divinity 
of the king. 

"Chief of lndra, chief of heaven, chief of earth is this man, 
chief of all existence ; do thou be sole chief. 
The ocean is master of the streams ; Agni is controller of the earth. , 
the moon is master of the asterisms, do thou be sole chief. 
Universal ruler art thou of Asuras, summit of human beinas . 

.::> ' 
part-sharer of the gods art thou ; do thou be sole chief."' 

In this hymn the king is ca1led not only the part-sharer of the gods 
but the chief of Indra. The two hymns quoted above do show 
that divine epithets and attributes have been applied to the earthly 
king in the Vedas. 5 

1. R. V., iv, 42, translated by H. H. \Vilson. Gcldner does not accept 
that this hymn ascribes divinity to Trasadasyu. 

2. The references to king Parikshit in the Atharvaveda xx, 127 7 _10 
have been differently interpreted. Roth and Bloomfield consider him ~ 
superhuman figure. Oldenberg differs from this view and regards him a 
human figu.-e. 

3· A. V., iv, 22, 6-7. 
4· A. V. vi 86, translated by Whitney; Cf. ij"tlf: m ~ ~ ~ 
~ ~'! fer~ J-A. v. xx, 1o4, 2. " 

5· There is no justification for Altekar's dictum : "It is interesting to 
note that the doctrine of the divinity of the king, which became so popular 
in India in the first millenium of the Christian era, was unknow the 
Vedic period" ( p. 84 of State and Got•emment in AT!cimt ITidia). 
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During the period of the Brahmanas the phil~sophy of ~he 
divinity of the king was further developed, especially lU connectwn 
with the institution of the sacrifices. The sacrifice is a characte~is­
tic of all west-Asiatic religions, but in the ancient religion of the 
Indians it grew into a highly developed and complicated institu­
tion. There are references to various kinds of sacrifices in the 
Brahmanas. The two most important from a political standpoint 
are the Rajasuya and the Asvamedha.l The Va japeya and the 
Aindramahabhiseka have also political charactenst1cs. The 
description of the sacrificial ritualism as given in the 
Brahmanas represents an ideal type and everyone who wanted 
to perform those sacrifices had to conform to the prescriptions. 2 

Great stress was laid on fidelity to the details as prescribed in 
the books. 3 The sacrifice was a technique for manipulating the 
beneficient powers of the gods. The gods would favour the person 
in whose behalf the sacrifices were being performed. 4 No specific 
causal connection could be established between the nature of the 
various processes of the sacrifice and the results expected 
therefrom. The political sacrifices were the concrete mechanisms 
not only for obtaining the blessings of the gods but also for asserting 
the political power of the king.5 In the Aitareya Brahmana 
lndra is supposed to have obtained the kingship among the gods 
because he was consecrated by the latter due to his possession of 

. 1 • S. B., iii, 8, 9, 4 ; S. B. E., XLIV, 16. For details of the various 
Lcnfices and their political implications the following books should be consulted: 
R a~:·. op. cit., pp. 161-177,_ 17-18; Bandyopadhaya, op. cit., p. 147; Keith, 
Glrlzo'1 and Philosophy, op. c1t., pp. 341, 247 · Jayaswal op. cit., II, 15; Oursel, 

ra >o~vska and Stern, ojJ. cit., p. 91. Fo~ the Raj~uya R. L. Mitra, "An 
1m penal Coronation in Ancient India", Indo-Aryans (London, t888) , ii, pp. 1-48. 

2. Of~~ is another Vedic equivalent for sacrifice besides 'f:tf 
3· Cf. Roman ideas concerning the sacrifice Eggcling S. B. E., xii, p. x 

also !'.farquarat and Mommsen : Handhuch der romis:hen Altertiimer, vi. pp. I 72 f. 
4· According to james Frazer the essence of the sacrifice in ancient societies. 

was t~e magical art of perpetuating the life of the plant and the animal king­
dom _Including man. 0. Gruppe emphasises on the other hand, the attempt to 
obtam a share in the divine power as the doU:inant characteristic of the sacrifice. 
According to Hubert and Mauss, the sacrifice offers a medium of contact and 
communication between the terrestrial and the sacred world through the con­
crete instrumentality of the victim. 

5· Charles E. Merriam, Political Power (New York, 1934), PP· 107, ~34" 
233, discusses ceremonialism and ritual as the credanda and miranda ofpolit1cal 
power. 
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excellent mental and physical qualities.t We find reference in this 
book to the attainment of various types of royal power by the 
performance of sacrifice.2 

The Brahmanas definitely state that one who performs the 
sacrifice becomes a god. The Satapatha says that the sacrificer 
is Indra ; first because he is a Kshatriya and second because he is 
a sacrificer. 3 During the sacrifice, prayers were uttered not only 
for making the king unrivalled but also for obtaining for him the 
energy of the god Indra. The performer of the Vajapeya 
sacrifice is supposed to become the child of Prajapati." The 
performers of the Asvamedha sacrifice are supposed to share the 
same world with the gods. o \-Vith regard to the political authority 
of the king performing the Rajasuya it is said : "the rajanya is 
most manifestly of Prajapati, (the lord) of creatures, hence while 
being one he rules over many." 6 Describing the special sacrifice 
the Taittiriya Sahmhita states that those who perform them 
"become Indra" and become the best among their equals. 7 

According to the Taittiriya Brahmana, those who perform the 
Vajapeya sacrifice attain eldership and leadership. 8 

The attainment of divinity or the status of one of the gods 
was consequent upon two factors. First, the creative potency 
of the sacrificial ritual itself. 9 The notion of the power-wielding 

I. A. n. viii, 4· I2· . . • 
2. "The Devas and Asuras Jomcd m battle. Then Prajapati concealed 

his eldest son Indra, lest he should be killed by the mighty Asuras. Prahlada 
the son of Kayadhu, likewise concealed his son Virochana, lest he should b~ 
killed by the Devas . The Devas went to Prajapati and said 'there can be no 
battle for a state having no king'. Then they counted Indra to be their king 
with sacrifices."-T. B., i, 5, 9· · 

3· s. B. ' v, 4· 3, 4 ; iii, I, I' 8. 
-1·· S. B. E .. XLI, 32 ; T. B., i, 3, 2, 2 . 
."i· S. B., xiii, 4, 4, 3· 
6. S. B., v, I, 5, I4· 
7· T. s., ii, 2, I I, 6. 
8. T. B., i, 3, 2 • 

. 9· Summarizing Abel Dergaine'~ ,·ie\~s on _tht; V~dic sacrifice,_ Ragozin, 
Ved1c India, pp. 388-389 says : "Sacnfice IS an 1m1tatton of the chief pheno­
mena of the sky and the atmosphere. Now it is a notion as old as the race 
that a thing ardently wished for may be made to come to pass in reality, by 
performing or reproducing that thing in effigy. The strange aberration was one 
of those that died hardest, for we find it very much alive down to the later 
Middle Ages. Sacrifice looked at from this point of view, would be then a 
so:t. of be!"leficent conjuring, in. accordanc;e with the brigh_t and genial Aryan 
sp1nt, while the dark and lowermg Turaman nature revels 111 spells and incanta­
tions for malicious injurious purposes." 
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character of the sacrifice is as old as the Rigveda. 1 Second, in 
the actual performance of the sacrificial act itself attempts 
were made to invoke the gods so that they could give special 
powers to the king-"May Savita quicken thee for ruling, Agni 
for householders, Soma for tree, Brihaspati for speech, Indra for 
lordship, Rudra for cattle, Mitra for truth and Varuna for the 
lord of the law." But although these two factors finally 
led to the emergence of the idea that the king 
is lndra or the son of Prajapati, there was still no idea of a 
hereditary divinity. The acquistion of divinity consequent 
upon the performance of the sacrifice had to be individually 
acquired and could not be transmitted by inheritance. 

But the idea of the king's divinity acquired by the perfor­
mance of the sacrifices, had several competing notions to wrestle 
with and hence the dominating spell of it is considerably minimiz­
ed. We have already stressed that the notion of divinity in Hindu 
religious and political thought must be understood with the defi­
nite realization that we are dealing with a system accepting the 
multiplicity of gods. Moreover, although nobody but a powerful 
king could perform the Rajasuya and the Asvamedha sacrifices, 
anybody could perform the minor ones and acquire the magical 
P.otency and partial divinity obtained by the perfonnance of the 
r1tual. Hence any special claim to divinity by the king because 
of the performance of the sacrifices is considerably minimized. 
We also find that in the period subsequent to the Brahmanas arose 
the great philosophy of non-dualism which inculcated that the 
spiritual essence of a man is identical with the cosmic and trans­
cendent absolute. Any person who had the requisite philosophical 
knowledge could experience this state of identity. Hence, 
philosophically speaking, the qualitative difference between 
man and the gods which would exist if complete separation were 

I. R. V., i, 93, 5 ; x, go, 7-16 ; x, 92, 10. Dasgupta, l11dia11 Philosnphy 
Vol. I, p. 22 : "The sacrifice was believed to have existed from eternity like 
the Vedas.... Sacrifice is regarded as possessing a mystical potency 
superior even to the Gods, who it is sometimes stated attained to their divine 
rank by means of sacrifice." Haug points out that in the Vedic conception 
the sacrifice existed "as an invisible thing at all times and is like the latent 

wer of electricity in an electrifying machine, requiring only the operatic-n 
~f a suitable apparatus in order to be elicited." 
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maintained betw .!en the human and the divine spheres is consider-: 
ably reduced.1 · 

The idea of the divinity of the king contained in the re­
ligious philosophy of the sacrificial institution has been considered 
tantam·ount to the moral recognition of political authority. 
Bandyopadhaya is an advocate of this view. "This conquest 
was not merely an act of military success, but came to be associated 
with religious ceremonies and sacrifices which gave it the stamp 
of moral· recognition." 2 " ••• rites for the propitiation of gods, 
for securing to the governing authority a moral sanction 
and for regulating the relation b~tween the upholder of law and 
order and his suhjects." 3 Since Vedic times the sacrifice has been 
a>sociated in the Indian mind with those aspects of cognitive and 
emotional orientation which we call "religious'. In spite of 
the fact that both in the Rigveda and the Brahmanas the sacrifice 
was exalted to a cosmic and divine plane, the sentiment of res­
pect which it commanded never lost the aspect of veneration given· 
to magical objects in ancient societies." The sacrifice had 
definitely a magical character. 5 Although the sacrificer is said 
to be identified with Varuna who is the most moral of the Vedic 
gods, we do not think that the sacrifice. was ever considered as 
imparting moral sanction to political authority. The emergence 

·of power and prowess from the sacrifice is the dominant idea. 
Gradually the notion grows that the sacrifice is powerful in itself 
and in the later Mimansa philosophy the mechanism of the sacri­
ficial acts was conceived as producing result without the inter­
vention of any Godhead. Hence the sacrificial cult led to the 
idea of the investment of the king with a magical and divine 

J. Offilflifqq- fir~crrm ij" lf ~~ f.q:~ ..- ~ fini 
3f~ ~Rr 1 lfTSt'lfr ~"faT'f-TT«f OJ ij" cf~ lf'fr ~Of ij" ~CfRr;J"--
s. B~ x,v, 4· , · ' 

afl:R f.r'l'Ci ~: ij" ~ {'{~ {{Cfltt~'ll ~ I . 

ri arff;r;r ~CIT~ flCJRr I -A. V. xiii, 4, 20. 21. 
' ' 

2. Bar;~dyopadlraya, op. cit., pp. 166-67. 
3· Ibid., pp. 144-46. 
4· Emil Durkheim, The Elemmtary Forms of Religious Life translated by 

J. W. Swain ( London, 1915Y, pp. 21 4· 16, 206 If. 
5· Katyayana Srautasutra, xix, 5, 13 ; Kausika Sutra, xiii, 1-6. 
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authority, but did not produce any conception of the moral 
recognition of the authority of the king because in the age of t~e 
Brahmanas the sacrifice did not have a moral character. Thts 
only means that it was morally neutral; the emphasis being on the 

power-generative character of the sacrifice. 
The idea of the divinity of the king should not be con­

strued to mean that the king was conceived of as the representative 
of the god.1 This notion is not found in the J3rahmanas. Nor 
do we find any evidence for the following view : "As the devas 
were the universal rulers and as the king was (transformed into) 
their mundane counterpart with similar rights and responsibilities 
vested in him, the cooperation of these powers was sure to bring 
all-sided prosperity to men. Sacrifice brought such-a desired har­
mony between the divine and human elements."2 We have repu­
diated the existence of any theory of political or moral rights in 
ancient India. Such a conception could not arise in the face ofthe 
concept ofDharma which comprehends what we call in modern 
terms as rights and duties, Dharma emphasizing the idea of one's 
duty. The king did not have any rights against somebody. 
He was performing his Dharma and the other people were 
performing theirs. Furthermore, there is not found in ancient 
Hindu thought any notion of the attainment of harmony between 
the human and divine spheres of existence. In the sacri6,c.es the 
emphasis is on the exaltation of the kingly power or of the power 
of the performer of any sacrifice and not on harmony between 
two separately organized groups of powers. 

So far, the idea of'the divinity of the king as found in the 
Vedas and the Brahmanas has been analyzed. a Some of the vital 
limitations on the institutionalization of such a concept also must 
be considered. The Vedas do not mention that kingship is 
a divinely ordained institution with the consequent implication 
that republicanism is a transgression of divine command. It 

1 • Keith, Religwn and Philos{ljlhy ojth1 Veda, op. cit., p. 481, wrongly c":llos 
king to be 

0 
the representative of Prajapati. Sri Aurobindo, The Spmt 

thd Form oj Ind1~n Polity ( Ca!cutta, 1947) p. 29 says : "The spiritual mi!l~ of 
an dia regar~ed hfe as a. ~a~~estati~n of the self •. 0 the king . wa! the hvmg 
In entat1Vt" of th~ D1vme , but g1ves no corroboratmg evidence. 
repres Bandyo£adhaya! op. cit., p. 156.. . . 

2 • For a d1fferent v1ew, Sarkar, Ponhve Background, op. nt., II, 225· 
S· 
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is true that the Vedic gods are given monarchical attributes 
but there is· no condemnation of any non-monarchical institution. 
Even the Mahabharata, while accepting the divine origin of 
kingship, contains a discussion of the techniques of maintain­
ing power in a republic. Furthermore, the ideas of the divinity 
of the king are only casually and sporadically mentioned in the 
Vedas. In the gr<:at Vedic hymns of creation there is no special 
mention of the king being created by God. Hence in the Vedas, 
the divinity of the king is not a dominating idea. It is true that 
in the Brahmanas the performers of the Rajasuya and the Asva-

m::dha sacrifices are promised attainment of divine status, but 
this n:>tion of royal divinity was challenged by the notion of the 
divinity of the Brahmin class.1 Therefore we find that because 
of the sporadic character of the Vedic teachings about ro>•al 
divinity and the competing claims of Brahmanical divinity,2 
kingship in India never became a divine institution in practice, 
as it did in Egypt.3 We have no examples of the deifica~ion of 
kings or of the worship of the king or his ancestors in ancient 
India, an·d hence, except for the idea of divine sanctification, 
the practical institutional results of this theory of the king's 
divinity were not considerable. In the Mahabharata and in 
the Puranas there are several references to kings performing 
sacrifices, but these are supposed only to have enhanced their 

I. s. B., ii, !1, !1, 6 j T. s., i, 7. 3· 
11. The Vishnu Dhannasutra, xix, !ID-!11 says : 

~: ~ Sl'cM<rr: ~'iWOJT: I ilWaT~'tif fffli~ I 
11EiJUIIi1i srmcfi1' AA ~ ~: II 

3· Henri Frankfort, Kingship and the Gods (Chicago, 1949) pp. 1145-246 · 
Contrast Henri Beer, Foreword to Alexander Moret's The Nile and El:)'Jilia~ 
Civilkalion ( London, 1927}, p. xviii : "Never was kingship by right divine 
so absolute as that which ruled over this country, once the North and South 
were united. Pharaoh owns everything which belongs to his people and 
owns his people itself. Through. hin:t the ~ople communicate with the 'gods. 
It is)ust this apotheosis of the Kmg m the literal sense of the word, which is the 
strikmg characteristic of Egypt. What happens (according to M. Davy's 
hypothesis in From Tribe to Empir~) when clans are concentrated under a chief.. 
and that chief gathers .up the totemic mana, also ha.ppens as the result of a long. 
process .:~f cooceQtratlon, more completely ·than m any other kingdom or 
empire, in respect o{ everything embraced by the Egyptian kingship. The king 
becomes sole holder of the sacred force. And in this process of socia 1 organizatiorll 
we clearly see religion and power tightening their bonds' as each supports the 
other." 
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power or proclaimed their already enhanced power but not to 

have made actual gods of them. 
Buddhism launched a vigorous protest against the sacri­

ficial system. It was in this respect only extending forward 
the trend already shown by the Upanishads. The Mundaka 
Upanishad out~pokenly d~rides the ritualistic system of the 
Brahmanas as futile. The Upanishads tried to substitute 
intellectual study and m~ditation for the external ceremonial 
performance of the sacrifice.1 But while the Upanishads only 
attacked the sacrificial system in a rationalistic and philosophical 
manner Buddhism condemned the physical violence associated 
with the sacrifice-violence to animals. Due to the Buddhist 
influence political sacrifices almost died down in India for a long 
time. Buddhism had destroyed the intellectual foundation of the 
sacrificial system by reducing the orthodox Vedic gods to a very 
subordinate status.2 But with the reassertion of the old Vedic 
tradition in the post-Mauryan era once again royal sacrifices 
began to be performed. 

3· KAUTIL'YA'S THEORY OF THE DIVINITT OF 
THE KING 

In Kautilya's Arthasastra we find· the king compared with 
gods. "It is the king in whom the duties of -both Indra (the_ 
rewarder) and Yama (the punisher) are blended, and he is a 
visible dispenser of punishments and rewards ; whosoever 
disregards kings will be visited with divine punishments, too. 
Hence kings shall never be despised."a Kautilya does not talk 
about the inheritance of royal powel' from the two .gods Indra 
and Yama. lndra had been a powerful god during Vedic 
days, but gradually his influence declined and he was looked 
upon merely as the giver of rains. . Yama is the god of death 
who takes care of the future condition of people after death in 
accordance with their past Karma. Kautilya makes no mention 

I. V .. P. Varma, "Decline of the Vedic Religion Journal of the Bihar 
Research Soetely, Vol. XXXI, Part iv, (Dec., 1945). · 

2. Dialogues of the Buddha, op. cit., pp. 10, 26-31, 105. 

3 . Arthasastr;l, i, 13, p. 24. 
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of t':l~ Hin:lu trinity. He is interested in making a functionaf 
comparison between the king and the gods. There is the 
implication that the gods inflict punishments after death but the 
kin5 disp~nses rewards and punishm~nts visibly in this life. 

Kautilya stresses the maintenance of good feelings towards 
the king by .asserting that kings should not be despised, because 
one who hates a king is punished by the gods. Kautilya does 
not refer to any positive sentiment of obedience or allegiance 
or reverence but to the negative notion of non-contempt for the 
king. Both Bhisma and Mmu refer to the same sentiment 
of n "ln-disdain or non-hatred for the king. The reference to 
divine punishment is significant because according to the Hindu 
view of the inexorable efficacy of Karma, divine punishment 
cann :>t be avoided since it can bring _a man under its sway even 
after death or in any future birth. 1 ~Jayaswal is correct in main­
taining that the passage referred to above does not preach either 
divine origin of kingship or absolutism, but he is not correct in 
maintaining that the divine pun_ishment referred to above is to 
·be related to the notion of sin involved in treason because ''treason 
was always regarded as a sin." 2 There is no discussion of treason 
involved here. Moreover, it is not correct to state that Hindu 
thinkers always regarded treason as a sin because in extreme 
cases, Vamadeva and Sukra prescribe regicide.s 

1. Cf., a Chinese idea, Liang Chi-chao, History ofChin•se Polilical Thought, 
p. 166 : "Even if theie people escape punishment from those in authority 
Heaven will throw the peace of normal relationships in great confusion." 

2. Jay~wal, op. cit., II, 56. 
3· At::cording to K'!utilya tl"ea~on W;li a·t ::.'(tremely serious political crime. 

He says : (i>~'ltCfliij~~r.iifiiiC!'\ltf'i'l~ ~~~~ 
CfT f~(t~t{tSiii{Tftr<t 'EI'RPi'q_ 1 'i'~Uf: aJ{'q': 51'~ 1 1hus the followini 

activities were condemned as treasonable :-
(a) Being greedy for acquiring the ldngdom. 
( b) Enc_ouraging enemie3 or forest. tribes, helping or inviting enemies 

beyond the bordcr.i. 
· (c) Attempting to foment trouble3 and encouraging feelings of disaffection 
am:mg the armed fo"rce.i or in: the subject population. 

(d) Violation of the· purity of the inner apartment,. 
If the Brahmin wa, guilty of these treasonableoHences he wa~ to be drowned. 

It is clear that Kautilya prescribes tJl.e death penalty for treason but he docs 
not imply the notion of moral or spiritual sin b~t only of political crime, 
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In the preceding chapter we referred to the idea of the setting 
up of the first king by the people. Here the king is compared 
with the gods. This may appear as a contradiction to those who 
approach Kautilya from the standpoint of seventeenth century 
European political thought with its individualistic social contract 
theory formulated in opposition to the divine right theory. J ayas­
wal seems to think in this strain and hence he says that the state­
ment concerning comparison of the kings with the divinities was 
"urged by the official spy in defense of the new king 
and was intended to support him, in reply to those who 
cited the social contract theory of kingship."1 This 
view is unjustified on two grounds. First, Kautilya does not seem 
conscious of any contradiction in upholding simultaneously the 
theory of the .election of the first king and then comparing kings 
With gods. The Mahabharata also accepts the divine origin of 
the first king and refers to contracts made with him. It goes 
further than Kautilya in so far as it specifically me~tions the 
Sanskrit word Samaya-contract. Neither Kautilya nor Bhisma. 
t?ought in ·terms of the rights of the king versus the subjects and 

·vice versa and hence the contradiction involved in the simultaneous 
acceptance of the theories of social contract and divine right is 
not a problem for them. Second, Jayaswal's statement is incorrect 
on factual grounds. To prove our case we shall briefly mention 
the occasic·n at which these views about election and divine 
comparison are mentioned. Kautilya is discussing the topic 
l'Protec~ion of Practice For or Against One's Own Cause in 
One's Own State."2 He is specifying the ways as to ho~v royal 
spies shall know the nature of public views about the king 

r. Ibid. Beni Pra~ad, Theory of Government in Ancient India, p. 209 says; 
."A Hindu Ms. of Bundela genealogy of the 17th century has a curious preface 

. ~n which government originated !n a pact tho~gh supernatual aid is ~lso called 
In. (The genealogy is preserved m the State Ltbrary of Chhatarpur m Central 
India. For a detailed notice, Beni Prasad in the journal of the U. P. Historical 
Society, rg22) ." · 

~ ::n,......'7Unrnr" 11 ' • .... 
2. Arthasastra, i, 3. 11~1 .. '-'<t ~~41{~ (~ul+t - ~ lfs~~~zr: 

tnf.t«w "if ~~-'+iltffi .. 4i41f1l~: Sf\itl: 'lf.! <Rm ~ 
~~ I • • • ~,.i:4+i~1'1lJd({ "(liSff'1": Slf4~~SI61~1: I dl'1CI+i"4i11'11"! 

. ~sftr ~: ~ 1" It is clear that the whole passage is the speech of one 
ngle spy. • 
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and how the treacherous and other dissentient and dangerous 
elements shall be handled. The spies were to form opposing 
factions and carry on discussions at places frequented by people. 
One spy would narrate the accomplishments of the king. The 
other spy would then say that the people elected Manu as the 
first king and then compare the kings with gods. Hence, actually, 
both these statements about the primeval election of Manu and 
the comparison of kings with gods are parts of the speech of one 
and the same spy. Jayaswal construes them to be the speeches 
of two diff.!rent spies and hence he tries to interpret them as 
two opposed views of the king's origin and authority. 

According to Bottazi a complete theory of social contract 
is found in the Arthasastra of Kautilya, 1 because the king is 
declared to be in~ested with sacred character solely by virtue 
of the authority which the people conferred upon him on the 
ground of his bdng the only de.fense of their existence. This 
explan:~.t:ion is inadequate because there is no explicit mention in 
the Arthasastra of the view that the kings are comparable to 
gods because they owe their authority to• the. people. Besides 
being inadequate on the ground of reading into the texts ideas 
which are not contained there, this view of Bottazi is unsatis­
factory because nowhere in Hindu thought does occur the idea 
of derivation of sacred authority or character from the conferring 
of authority by the people. Such an idea can only be maintained 
if somebody proved that according to the Hindu thinkers the 
people them<>elves had a sacred or divine character, because any 
person or group can confer upon another only that object or 
quality which originally belongs to him or it. "The voice of 
people is the voice of God" is not a Kautilyan idea. 

4· THE .V!AHABHARATA'S THEORYOFTHE 
DIVINITY OF THE KING 

The epics, the Manusmriti and Sukra extend the notion of 
the divinity of the king which is mentioned in the earlier literature 
but does not occupy a v~ry dominant place in the total picture 

1. 0. B. Botta~i, Precursori di Niccolo !1/achiavelli in Grecia ad i11 India, 
E:autilFJad Thucidide, pp. g8-gg, quoted in Ghoshal, op. 'it., p. 137 n. 
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of political ideas and thought. The Ramayana contains a more 
exalted notion of the divinity of the king. "The king is the truth, 
he is virtue, he is the pedigree of the high-born, he is, as it were, the 
mother and the father, he surpasses by his excellent conduct the 
gods, Yama, Kubera, lndra and Varuna. If the king did not 
establish the distinction between good and bad deeds, this 
univerSe alas! would be like darkness and no sound knowledge 
could exist."l In the previous writers, only notions of the king 
becoming a god or being comparable with the gods were found, 
but the Ramayana upholds that the king could even surpass the 
gods .. 

In the Mahabharata we find the most comprehensive 
notions of the king's divinity. 2 Bhisma in one of tl;le chapters 
of the Santiparva narrates the statements made by Indra on the 
question of the divinity of the king. The king is superior to 
every one and any one who disregards him does not get the 
rewards of the sacrifices performed by him. "The very gods 
-d.o not disregard a virtuous king who is truly an eternal god."3 

The lord of creatures wills that the Kshatra or military power 
should operate to keep the cosmic process going on. Vayu calls 

t. Ramayana, ii, 67, 34-35 ; the Sanskrit word used here is Vishish;anle 
~nd the commentator Rama interprets that as indicating a sense of trans­
~endence or humiliation of the gods . 

. 2. Describing the epic notion of the didnity of the king, E. W. Hopkins 
Efnc lvlylhol~gy (Stra~burg, 1915) p. 64- says: "certain men arc gods on earth. 
Whether th1s honor came first to priest king [ E. Kuhn, zu den Arischm Ans-
cha~ullgen Vo~ Konigtum, p. 216, cites Ra:mayan 2,"102, 4.~~ ~ ~ 
to tllustrate.kmg as deva by co!l~c~t] •. Of husband, the epic recognises fully 
~hat the pnest as well a~ the kmg ts dtvtne ... A king or prince or a royal seer 
JS c~lled Naradcva, a priest i~ Bhumideva, 'earth-god'. It is only as a god that 
a kmg may accept a gift (he is lndra, Varuna, Kubera and Yama incorp?rate, 
R. 7, 76, 31 f.)... He incorporates many gods, Brihao;pati, Prajapa~t'. and · 
even. Bhava and represent~ regularly five divinities. His totich is dtvmely 
healm,g .... If not kingly, he is no king, therefore 110 god ; arid aS such may 
pe s~am hke. mad dog ( Ramayana 22, rg6, r-1 ; ibid. 3, 33, t6). Hence, a.~ ~e 
h~. s.omethmg human', being only 'one quarter Indra', he is said to 'obtam 
dt~·tmty on dying.' According to the epic, Atri was the first to deif~ a .king. 
lb1d., P· 184: Hopkins say~, "The point of ~he story is that the kmg JS god 
on ellrth, as JS the priest and they must combme to keep the lower orders, 
in subjection. The king here is the Rajarsi Prithu Vainya. This. king's 
father had been dethroned and executed for his sins, in accordance wtlh th.e 
principle that a wicked king 'should be killed like a mad dog', so that hts 
son was naturally pleased to be made divine". Ibid. 

3· Santiparva, 11xv, 28-3o. 
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the king to be Indra, Yama and Dharma.1 The king assumes 
different forms and sustains and supports everything. One of 
grounds for the exaltation of the king, provided by Vayu, is the 
importctnce of the former in maintaining the sacrificial cult. 
Brihaspati expounds the divinity of the king in great detail, when 
asked by Vasumana as to whom the people should adore for 
obtaining eternal happiness. 

Brihaspati upholds that the existence of the king is absolutely 
necessary for the maintenance of the social order. The kingless 
state is compared to the state of darkness without the sun and the 
moon. It is c> condition of perfect anarchy like that of animals with­
out the herdsman to look after them. If the king would not afford 
protection, nobody would be able to say-"this is mine-wives, 
sons, food and other kinds of property would not then exist." 2 The 
world depends upon agriculture and trade and is protected by the 
Vedas and these are protected by the king. 3 "Since the king, 
taking a heavy load upon himself, protects l~is subjects with the 
aid of a mighty force, it is for this that the people are able to live 
in happiness. Who is there that will not worship him in whose· ex­
istence the people exist and in whose destruction the people are 
destroyed ? The person who does what is agreeable and beneficial 
to the king and who bears (a share of) the burthen of kingly 
duties that strike every caste with fear, conquers both this and the 
other world. That man who even thinks of doing an injury to 
the king, without doubt meets with grief he~e and go~s to hell 
hereafter. No one should disregard the king by taking him for 
a man for he is really a high divinity in human form."' Brlhaspatl 
makes a functional comparison between the king and the gods. 
The king becomes the god of fire when, deceived by falsehood 
he burns with his fierce energy the sinful offenders before him. 
He becomes the sun-god when he observes through his spies 

I. Ibid., lxxii, 20-26. 

2, Santiparva, lxviii, 15· 

3· Ibid.,35· 

<!· Ibid.; 36-40. 
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the activities of all people. He becomes the god of destruction 
when in anger he destroys wicked men. He becomes the god ~f 
the nether-worlds (or of justice) when he inflicts upon the evil 
persons severe punishments and favours the righteous by bestow­
ing rewards upon them. He becomes the god of wealth on .earth 
when he gives profusely to those who have rendered servtce to 
him and snatches away the wealth of those who have offended 
him.l Since the king is such an important being nobody should 
try either to displease him or to covet his wealth. "They that 
appropriate wealth belonging to the king sink senseless into a 
deep hell of eternal gloom and infamy. Who is there that 
will not worship the king who is adored by such terms as 
delighter of the people, giver of happiness, possessor of 
prosperity, the foremost of all healer of injuries, lord of earth, 
and protector of men ?" 2 Utathya distinguishes the king who 
is devoted to Dharma from one transgressing its canons.3 

The king should be devoted to Dharma and not indulge in the 
gratification of his own desires. The king who conforms to 
Dharma attains the status of a god while he who acts in a contrary 
manner goes to hell. 4 Thus the superterrestrial fears of hell 
operated not only in the case of subjects but also in that of the 
~~ I 

An analysis was presented in the preceding chapter of the 
two traditions concerning the origins of kingship in the Maha­
bharata. In both the Manu and the Prithu traditions occur 
instances of the intervention of the gods in the institution of 
terrestrial kingship. We shall analyse now only those portions 9f 
the two traditions which are relevant here in connection with the 
theory of the divinity of the king. In the Manu tradition we 
found that people could not lead a happy life only on the basis 
of the compacts made by them. Hence they approached Brahm a 
-the God of creation and told him : "Without a .king, 0 divine 
lord, we are going to destruction. Appoint some one as our 

I. Ibid., 41-47· 

2. Ibid., 53"54· 

3· /hid., xc, 3· 

4· Ibid., 4· 
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king! All of us shall W'lrship him and he shall protect us !"1 
Brahma asked Manu to become the king of the people and 
being given assurance by the latter Manu accepted the king­
ship. The people agreed to have special reverence for the king. 
The king does not have to demand that. Manu is not a god, 
but in the Hindu tradition he is sometimes supposed to be the 

founder of the human race. Hence, although not divine, he is 
certainly far beyond any ordinary mortal. 

More detailed references to the divinity of the king and •0 

the intervention of the gods in the creation of kingship are found 
in the Prithu tradition. The condition of the people after 
perverse psychological factors had destroyed the beneficent 
operation of Dharma is vividly described in the Mahabharata. 
The attempt to emancipate them from the evil conditions conse­
quent upon the loss of the Vedas and Dharma is not made by the 
people themselves or their leaders but by the gods. The latter 
were terrified to see the destruction of Dharma and hence they 
approached Brahma. (We have earlier referred to the Hindu 
trinity. The members of this group enjoy higher power than the 
ordinary gods). The gods, being affiicted with grief, said to 
Brahma, with folded hands: "0 God, the eternal Vedas 
have been affljcted in the world of men by convetousness and 
error! For this we have been struck with fear. Through loss 
of the Vedas, 0 Supreme Lord, righteousness also has been lost! 
For this, 0 Lord of the three worlds, we are about to descend 
to the level of human beings ! Men used to pour upwards while 
we used to pour downwards. In consequence, however, of the 
cessation of all pious rites among men, great distress will be our 
lot. Do thou then, 0 Grandsire, think of that which woulcl benefit 
us, so· that the universe, created by thy power, may n~t meet 
with destruction '' ! 2 Being thus entreated, Brahma coin posed 
.a book on the art of punishment for the guidance of political 
and social conduct. This treatie of Brahma was later abridged. 
Thus the art of punishment is ascribed a divine origin. The gods 

1. /hid., lxvii, 2o-21. 

2. Santiparva, lix, 24-27. 
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then approached Vishnu-the God of preservation-and solicited 
him to indicate a king for the mortals. Vishnu created a son out of 
his lustre, to be the king of the humans. It is one of the dominant 
ideas of the Hindu Yoga that a person who has practised physical 
and mental askesis develops supernormal powers. These powers 
are called Vibhuti in the Yoga tradition and Riddhibala, in the 
Buddhist tradition.1 One of these supernormal pov.rers is the 
capacity to create something out of nothing by the· sheer force 
of will-energy. The gods have such powers. Thus we find 
that the first king is created out of the spiritual energy of 
the god Vishnu and is the latter's "mental son". Prithu was 
the son of Vena who was fifth in descent from this "mental son',. 
of the God Vishnu. Prithu was instructed in the ways of his 
conduct by the gods and the sages. He was consecrated to 
kingship by the God Vishnu, the other gods, seers, protectors 
of the people and the Brahmins. Thus Prithu not only was 
descended from the "mental son", of the God Vishnu,. 
btit also was. crowned king by all the gods. We have 
examples of the myth of the divine descent applied even in 
later historical tim~s. The medieval Ra.)put dynasties in India 
claimed solar and lunar descent. The myth of divine descent is. 
found among tlie Egyptians, the Incas and others. a In India this: 
myth is not used in the Vedic and later ancient period oflndian 
history but only in the medieval and late medieval times. 

I. ~Ef'P-foq":«~3fl': fm;:q: 

Gtr .. q;oa «tf~: sr'tit.rm:rrr.:r 1 .. , .... '":. 
ffo,;..q~fU'"i.f:f::q""""'d"i="rqrrifiF7t""ii"'d"l~ 1- -Yogasutra iv, 1,214 • ... 

2. Maciver, o/J. cit., pp. 13-14. 
Cf., Gunnar L'lndtman, The Origin of til~ Inequality of Social Classu 

( L- ndon, rgg8 ), p. 3'23: "The increased authority which religious and 
magical power confers upon a ruler has contributed to the extreme degree 
ofauthoritywhich has signalized the potentates of not a few semi-civilized 
o·r barbarous peoples. An instance is furnished by the Inca soverign. lu 
the representative of the sun and asserting his claims as a superior being,. 
he stood at the head of the priesthood. At the same time he was the 
source from which all secular power flowed. He was, in short, 'himself th_e 
state'. The sovereign was placc:d at an immeasurable distance above hts 
subjects. 'Even the proudest of the once Inca nobility, claiming descent 
from the same divine origin as himself could not venture into the roy_al. 
presence unless barefoot, and hearing a light burden on his shoulders m 
token of homage'. (Pr~scott, ConJudst of Peru, i, 26 ~q. )" 
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After Prithu's consecration, "The eternal Vishnu himself .. ~ 
c:onfirmed his power, telling him,-no one, 0 king, shall transcend 
thee! Then that divine Vishnu entered the body of that monarch 
in consequence of his penances."1 For this reason Prithu was 
supposed to command almost divine allegiance from the people, 
and was regarded as one among the human gods. 

But the Mahabharata does not sanction actual king-worship 
in spite of the notion of the entra~ce of Vishnu in the body of 
Prithu. This notion of the entrance of the god into a human 
body seems to be a primitive idea and is found referred to in the 
ritual texts of the Brahmanas.2 But the probable implication of 
king worship is not found in the Mahabharata. According to 
Hocart the worship of kings is one of the earliest forms of religion. a 

But historically speaking we have, in ancient India, no evidence 
at all of the actual worship of the king or of the theoretical 
advocacy of it. The Sanskrit words that are usually translated 
as worship· are Puja and Archana. But from the evidence of 
Sanskrit literature it is clear that these words do not aiways 
imply actual worship. They imply a sentiment of veneration.' 
Hence we should not conclude from the passages quoted so far 
from the English translation of the Mahabharata, mentioning 
the word 'worship', that this book a~vocates ~ing-worship as a 
necessary concomitant to its idea of the divinity of the king. 
The translator_ has used the word 'worship' for the Sanskrit 
words Puja and Archana, but we think that · his renqering is 
misleading and hence wherever we fin~ hiats of king worship in 
the Mahabharata on the basis o~ English translations we have 
to interpret it ~ways in the sense of the sentiment of veneration.& 

1. Santiparva, lix, 1'28. 

2. Law, op., cit. pp. 172-73. 

3. Carl J. Friedrich and Frederick M. Watkins, "Monarchy," 
En'.)·clopaedia ojthd Social Sciences, x, 579· 

4- Manusmriti, vii, 82, 203. Cf. also the Sukraniti, i, :-

ij+H'ktfqt~" ~ ~ ~ f.t~liij' I 
c. ' • ' 

fC!tiiCfi\?l'tf+fA' ~ ~ ~:vq ij'A' II 
' c. ' c..-.-. ' 

5· Cf.-the use ofthe word min the fqtsUif+ifu:, ~ aur.i a;qf:r 
"-·-' ..:. c. C'\ c\ -· . ' ..!:) ' 

' ~ ' ~'if~ edd Cl '!_~q: I 
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Some of the dominating spell of the notion of the divinity 
of the king, especially as represented in the Prithu tradition, 
would be lessened if we took into consideration one of the funda· 
mental implications of the theory of Karma. According ~o. this 
law of Karma, after accumulating a certain amount of spmtual 
merit by penances a man could become a god, although not ~ne 
of the three most important members, Brahma, Vishnu and Stva. 
In the Puranas there are stories about gods attempting to make 
those men who would be engaging in severe penances, deviate 
from the path of purity and discipline because they would be 
afraid that these men would in turn become gods and take over 
their position. The Mahabharata states the view of the fall of men 
from heaven in the same chapter in which it discusses the consec· 
ration of Prithu. "A person, upon the .exhaustion of his merit, 
comes down from heaven to earth, and takes birth ·as a king con· 
versant with the science of chastisement. Such a person becomes 
endued with greatness and is re~lly a portion ofVishnu on earth. 
He becomes possessed of great intelligence and obtains superiority 
over others/'1 Thus this implication of Karma that a man can 
obtain heaven, can obtain the status of gods and can fall from 
heaven after the me~its of his good deeds have been exhausted 
would tend to minimize considerably the qualitative difference 
between a m.an and a god. Hence the romantic and sacrosanct 
majestic grandeur that would have been implied by the divinity of 
a king in a system of thought accepting monotheism is consider· 
ably neutralized in the Hindu political philosophy. The distance 
that separates Moses and the Jew's fromjehovah is not the dis­
tance that separates a man from Indra and Varuna and Kubera, 
according to the Hindu thinkers. 

1• Santiparva,lix, 133-134. 
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5. THE MANUSMRITI'S THEORr OF THE 
KING'S DIVINITY 

!:139 

After having analyzed the views of the Mahabharata we 
pass on to Manu. Manu starts with accepting the necessity of 
the royal power of punishment because a pure man is difficult 
to be found.l He only talks of the difficulty offlnding a pure man 
and one should not read into him "the old Brahmanical idea 
of the universal wickedness of man. " 2 According to the ethics 
of Karma there can be no generalization about the nature of 
mankind. One's nature is formed in. accordance with one's 
Karma and hence the only correct problem is to k~ow about 
individual nature. The psychic structure and disposition of a 
man (the Sukshama sarira) is the product of a long course of 
evolutionary endeavours in accordance with the merits and 
demerits of one's Karma. Due to the operation of Karma, 
different individuals are at diff~rent psychological levels. ,Hence 
any generalization about the universal goodness or universal 
badness of human nature cannot be legitimately made .. Manu 
accepts the creation of the king by God. He says : "When 
these creatures, being without a king through fear dispersed in 
all directions, the Lord created a king for the protection of the 
world, taking (for that purpose) eternal particles of Indra, of 
Anila, of Yama, of Arka, of Agni, of Varuna, of Chandra and 
ofKubera.a Because a king has been formed of particles of those 
lords of the gods, he therefore surpasses all created beings in 
lustre; and like the sun, he burns eyes and hearts ; nor can anybody 
on earth even gaze on him. Through his (supernatural) power 
he is fire and wind, he sun and moon, he the lord of justice 
(Varna), he Kubera, he Varuna, he great lndra."' This 
passage shows the importance of taking into consideration 
the fundamental distinction between monotheism and poly­
theism for understanding the Hindu notion of the divinity 

r. Manusmriti, vii, !:12. 
2. Ghoshal, op. cit., p. :ug. 
3· Manilsmriti, vii, 3-4. 
4 . Ibid., 5-6. 



HINDU POLITICAL THOUGHT 

of the king. Manu says that the king has been made or created 
by the lord out of the eternal particles of eight deities.1 From 
the commentary on the Manusmriti by Medhatithi it appears 
that Manu understands by the "lord" the Vedic Hiranyagaruha 
or the ~rajapati of the Brahman as, 2 the two gods that very 
definitely are monotheistically conceived. Since both of them 
have been identified and are often used interchangeably the 
problem of polytheism versus monotheism docs not arise. Hence 
we think that Manu has in mind the creation of the human king 
by God himself out of the eternal particles of eight gods. He 
does not solve the logical difficulty involved in the notion of parti­
cles.3 If the particles of the gods are non-physical, a physical 
human being could not be created out of them. If the particles of 
the gods are physical, they cease to be gods and become very much 

1. C:nnmenting upon the creation of the king out of .eternal particles, 
R. Shl.m::I.Sha~tri, Evolution of Indian Polity (Calcutta" 1920) says: "This 
picture of a k!ng being ~deity in hu~an form, as draw~ by Manu, should be 
contrasted w1th the p1cture of a kmg, portrayed as a mere mortal in the 
Vedas and the Arthasastra. I can conceive no other reason for this sudclen 
c~ange of ideas about .t~e rig~t of kings tha~ t.he necessity of hiding the l?w 
b1rth of restored Dravidian kmgs of Buddhistic period and of strengthemnlf 
their royal power so as to be able to guard the interests of the Brahman~· 
This is purely a Brahmanic conception consistent with their theistiC 
religion." Our account is clear enough to indicate the hollowness of Mr. 
Sastri's ideas. · 

2. Medhatithi, Bhasya on the Manusmriti ed. by.Ganganath Jha 
( Calcuta, 1932-39), 2 vols. 

: . ~ have be~n s~ressing that if Vfe interpret the Hindu theory of the 
divlmty of the kmg m the context of 1ts metaphysical foundations rhen we 
~orne to the conclusion t~at t~at qualitatii:e di~cr.ence betwt"en gods and· men 
., not so ~un~amental ~n.f!mdu th!!olo~y as m 1ts Semitic counterpart and 
hence attnbut10n of divimty to the kmg need not imply the maj~sty and 
the vastness that it does in the Semitic tradition. 

. In the cosmologic~l portions of the Manusmriti the author says that 
even other created bemgs ( and not only the king) contain divine particles 
{ 3iRl{l{T;;Rj) · ... joining minute particles even of those six which 

possess measureless power [ ( i) the great one, (ii) egoism (iii) mind, 
. (iY) th<: subtile: or ru~ime~tar~ elements, ( v & vi) the orga~ of sensation 
and act1on.] wJth particles of himself, he created all beings. Because those 
six {kinds of) minute particl" which form the creator's frame en er these 
creatures, therefore the wise call his frame sarira." 

~fcroRr wrrfrr ll¢'~ ~ <lilff+T: 1 

~'14"'41ctlt<f: ~!fit: «~Ol:fll"i{ II 

a-r:rrf~ I! ~ ~~rurt 11~~1{ I 
U'&l'li+4'1 ;rfin:n~: ~<Rl[Ozr:TR ~ l Manusmriti, IB,tg. 
" coo. ... ... 
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human. Manu accepts the creati.on of the king for the protection 
of the world. 1 

Manu formulates the theory of "non-disregard" of the 
king on two grounds. First, even if the king be a boy he 
should not be disregarded because he is "a great deity in 
human form." 2 "Because a king has been formed of particles of 
those lords of the gods, he therefore surpasses all created beings 
in lustre ; like the sun, he burns eyes and hearts ; nor caa any­
body on earth even gaze on him." 3 The king, created by God, 
hac:; as his instrum:!nt "punishment"-Danda-who is the son 
of God.'' Manu identifies the king and the punishment, showing 
thereby the great importance of coercion for the maintenance 
of kingly authority. 5 The second ground for the justification 
of non-hatred and non-disregard of the king is the great power 
of the latter by which he can suppress any person and even 
destroy him. According to :vianu, any person who due to delusion 
harbors evil feelings against the king doubtless perishes because 
the latter quickly makes up his mind to destroy such a man. 
The king is full of all kinds of lustre and has the power of death 
over man and therefore he should not be disregarded. "Fire 
b:.trns one man only, if he carelessly approaches it ; the fire 

1. ~f-T~ q'{T ~: SI\ili"'i'?rCI qf~ I 

f.:r~wm'RIT f~ um "=Tffur ~ 11 
-l'v!anusmriti, vii, '44· 

2. Manusmriti, Yii, 8. 

\·Vithout implying any perfect or even partial comparison between the 
simple t~eory o_f Ivia1_1u and the highly sophist!cal dialectial logic invoh·ed 
in the pluloscplucal sc1ence of the state of Heg~l, 1t may be worthwhile to note 
here some of the latter's remarks: "The state IS the world which the mind has 
made for itself; its march, therefore, is on lines that are fixed and absolute. How 
often we talk of the wisdom ofGml in nature. But we arc not to assume for that 
reason that the physical world of nature is.a loftier thing than the world of mind. 
As high as mind stands above nature, so lngh docs the. state stand above physical 
life. J.1an must the1ifrne t'CIIcrate lhf slalt as a secular de1ty. [Hegel uses th~ words 
Irdis/z-Gottliches] .... The !.larch of God in the world, that is what the state is. The 
basis of the state is the power of reason actualizing itself as will. In considering 
the Idea of the sta tc, we must not have our cycs on particular states or on 
particular insti.tutions. lns.tcad we .~ust consider the Idea, this actual God, 
by itself." Plulusoph;· of R1g!tt, Add1l1ons to Paragraphs 272 and 258. 

3• Manusmriti, s-6. 
4· Ibid., 14. 
5· /bid.,l7. 
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of a king's (anger) consumes the (whole) family, together with 
its cattle and its hoard of property." 1 Hence Manu says that no 
person should disregard the orders of the king. The king is 
formed of the lustre of all gods and in hi:; favor resides Padma, 
the goddess of fortune. In the valor of the king dwells victory 
and in his anger abides death. Hence Manu is emphatic in his 
view that no man should transgress that law which the king 

decrees with reference to his favorites nor his orders which impose 

sanctions on the recalcitrant elements. 
But Manu is not an advocate of the unrestrained arbitrary 

power of the king.2 He do(S not stand for any oppression 

because that would be the negation of the purpose for which 
kingship was instituted. According to the Manusmriti a king 
who protects people in accordance with Dharma and smites 
those who arc fit for corporeal punishmcn t is really perform­
ing immense sacrifices daily. But the king who does not afford 
protection and yet takes his share in taxes, tolls, duties and fines 
will soon sink into hell. Furthermore, the king who does not 
afford protection and yet receives the sixth part of the produce 

takes upon himself all the foulness of his whole people ( B"~0l<fl~ll' 
t!IH!th'J'Q_i(Ctl'f_). A king who transgresses the established con· 
ventions, who is an atheist and rapacious, who does not protect 

his subjects but devours them, will sink low ( 31~) · 
Manu is emphatic in stating that the internal harmony and security 
~f the kingdom must be maintained. Hence he says that the king 
m whose kingdom robbers and murderers imperil the lives of 
people is no better than beino- dead. 3 Like Kautilya, Manu 
• 0 

IS an advocate of restraint and discipline as the foundations 
of power. He cites the examples of various kings who perished 

I. Ibid., g. 

2. According to Manusmriti Danda strikes down the king who trans·· 
gresses t~e canons of Dharma, together with his relatives. Next it ( Danda) 
afflicts hts castles, his territories the whole world together with the moveable and 
immovable creation, as well as' the seers and the gods who on the failure of the· 
sacrificial system ascend to the sky. 

3· Manusmriti, vi1 143· 
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because they were not perfectly restrained1 and warns the kings 
against oppression of subjects. "That king who through folly 
rashly oppresses his kingdom, (will), together with his relatives, 
ere long be deprived of his life and of his kingdom. As the lives 
of living creatures are destroyed by tormenting their bodiesT 
even so the lives of kings are destroyed by their oppressing 
their kingdoms. " 2 Sarkar regards these verses as involving 
"an unequivocal enunciation of the doctrine of resistance, i.e., 
of the rights of the people against the king. " 3 But we do not find 
in Manu, or for that matter in any Hindu theorist, the concept 
of political and civil rights of the people. This does not imply 
that historically speaking p::ople were being always tyrannized 
and oppressed by the kings. 4 What we are asserting is only 
that there was no conceptual formulation of the notion of rights 
against somebody or of rights versus duty. According to tht> 
Hindu theory, as we have discussed in detail earlier, the notion 
ofD:nrma comprehended the basic ideas involved in the concepts 
of rights and duties and freedom, but the Hindu way of concep­
tualization is totally diff.!rent from the modern way. We fail 
to see in this passage from Manu, any specific formulation of the 
theory of resistance. Interpreting and commenting upon the 
earlier verse, Medhatithi says that the king who has lost the 
affection of the people is killed by some bold persons who do not 
care for their lives. 5 Manu, as appears from the Sanskrit text, 
is making a general statement that in case of oppression of the 
people, the king loses "his vital parts." But the does not make any 
assertion that in case of oppression the people or a group of them 
have a political right to organize and kill the king. 

1. Ibid., 40-41. 
!.:!. Ibid., 111-112. 
3· Quoted in Ghoshai, ojl cit., 188 n. 
4. Mr. Elphinstone, The History of India (London, 1916), p 22, states: 

"He [The king] was subject, indeed, to no legal control by human authority -
and although he. is threaten.ed with punis~r:n."ent in one place (vii, 27-29), and 
spoken of a.s subJect to fine 1~ another, ( ~111, 336) ; yet no. means are provided 
for enforcmg these penalties and ne:the~ the counc1ls nor the military· 
chiefs appear to have possessed any consutulional power but what they derived 
from his will. He must, however, have been subject to the laws promulgated 
in the name of the Divinity, and the influence of the Brahmins, both with him 
and his people, would afford a strong support to the injunctions of the code." 

5· Medhatithi, op. cit. 
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6. 

IDNDU POLITICAL THOUGHT 

THE SUKRANITI' S THEORY OF THE KING' 5 
DIVINITY 

Sukra does not introduce any principle basically new but only 
expounds what has been said already in the Mahabharata and 
in the work of M:mu. H:! also refers to the creation of the king 
out of the eternal particles of eight gods ; however, this creation 
is not made by Godhead as in Manu but by the force and 
energy of the austerity and penances of the king himsclf.l 
Sukra makes explicit the theme of the comparison of the func­
tions of the king to those of the gods. When the Mahabharata 
and Manu make such comparisons they identify the king and the 
god. Sukra does not say like Manu that the king "becomes" a 
god but only states that he is like the gods. Like Indra the king 
is an expert in the collection of his own dues. As the 
wind (or god of wind) disseminates smell, so the king goads the 
people to good and bad actions. The sun dispels darkness 
and the king is the promulgator of Dharma and the destroyer 
of non-righteousness. Yama punishes people after death and the 
king punishes the doers of evil. deeds. The king is pure like fire. 
Like Varuna the king nourishes the people with wealth. As the 
moon pleases people with its sweet rays so also the king pleases 
people with his good qualities and actions and he is as expert 
as Kubera (the god of wealth) in the preservation of a full 
tn:asury. 2 Sukra makes a comparison between the qualities of 
the king and the gods. Later on he is particularly emphatic on 
those qualities of the king which make him resemble the god 
of punishment and the god of wealth.3 The implication is 

that the king is to be powerful and wealthy, 
Besides elaborating upon the theme of qualitative and func-

tional resemblance between the king and the gods,4 Suitra 

-I. Sukrani tisara, i, 71· 7':!.. 
~- Ibid., 72-76. 
3· lbld., 77· .. 
4· Cf.. the Egyptian view about the king's identity with ':ariocu~ .1 ~e111.01~ 

1 1 ·. · !' · -...• t Tl ~'t'le artd E"•'·twn lt't 1-< 11 1 ' 'n a po yt 1etst1c re tg!Ous structure ; •v•m·c , 1e "' • "/~' b r (The 
1 don, 1927) . 2 88 : •Worship king Menmaat-Ra m youl rc~t . . e 
~~~) is the God~';a, (Knowledge, taste, satiety) who dwells m hca.ts, "has 
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also refers to the divinity of the king in another form. He 
refers to the king being "a form of Vishnu." 1 It is true, he 
does not expound this theme in detail but it is possible to detect 
the influence of the doctrine of the incarnation of God, which 
plays so prominent a part in later Hindu religion and mythology,. 
upon Sukra's view. 2 No previous political thinker had ever 
referred to this notion of incarnation. It is also very true that 
Sukra does not mention the exact Sanskritic equivalent of the 
word 'incarnation'. But from the fact that he wrote in the post­
epic age when the conception of the incarnation of God was fully 
developed, it is possible to say that Sukra has in mind the notion 
of the king being an incarnation of God. But this idea of the king 
as the incarnation of God should not be confused with the idea 
or the king being a representative or vicar of God. 3 

True to his earlier view that the king is made out of the 
particles of gods, Sukra maintains that only that king who 
conforms to his Dharma is to be regarded as so created. He who 
oppresses. the people and transgresses the commands of Dharma 
1s really made out of the particles of demons. The latter goes to 

eye~ see into every breast. He is the God R,a '~hose rays ma~e ~s.sec~ who gives 
light to the Two Lands, more _than. the ~un s d 1_sk (A ten). ~he kmg 1s the Ka ; 
his mouth is abundance : Ius be mg IS creatwn. He ts the God K hnum 
(who fashions) who fashions all flesh, the begetter who begets all men. He 
is th<: Goddess Bast who defl'nds. the two Lands. \Vhocver worships him is 
prolected by his hand .. (But) he 1s a~ so the Godess Sekhmc_t (the lion-goddess 
who devours the encmtcs of Ra) to hun who transgrcsies h1s commands." 

I. /bid.,ii,212, 

2. For the theory of incarnation, E. _\V. Hopkir:ts, T/1~ G11at Epic of India 
{New York, 1901), pp. 85-195; ~adh_.:.km!lr:a!l, Irzd~an Pl!tlasopr.y! ~· 4o0 , 49 ,, 
544-546 ; R. G. Bhandarkar, JlawzaviJm, ~mvum and 1\Irnor Relt.r;zaus Systems 
( Stra~gurg, 1 913). 

3· Concerning co~cr~te historic_al prac.ticc, with r_derencc to this question, 
cf., Sir Charles ~liot, HrnduzJm and Bua_dh:Jm, •: ~5-36.: "m India kings ha"e never 
attained a national and representatiVe posJtJon hke the Emperors of China 
and Japan or even the Sultans o~ T'!r~ey · _They were neve1 consid<:red as the 
high priests of the land or a quast·d1nne ep1tome of the national qualities : the 
people tended to. regard them as powe1ful and almo~t supe1human beings, 
but somewhat dl'wrced from the mo1al standard and Ideals of their subjects. 
In e_arly times there was indee? lhe idea of a universal Empe1or, the Cakra 
vartm, analogous to the Messiah, but, by a characteristic tum of thought 
~e was thought ofless as a deliverer than~ a typt. of superman, zccur.ing at 
mtervals. But monarchs who even approx1mated to this type were rare." 
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hel}.l Sukra mentions two ways of visiting punishment upon an 
oppressive king. First, he says that the gods kill a king who does 
not afford protection. Second, he says that if the king becomes 
an enemy of "good qualities, policy and power," he should be 
avoided by the people or possibly expelled. In his place the royal 
priest should install another prince of the same dynasty for the 
protection of the people, after obtaining the latter's approval. 2 

This categorical affirmation of the repudiation of a king not 
devoted to Dharma shows that Sukra is not an advocate of arbitrary 
rule. But from this, one should not jump to the conclusion that 
"Sukra does not believe in a theory of divine right about the nature 
of the authority of the ruler." 3 It is perfectly true that Sukra 
does not mention the idea of the derivation of the rights of the 
king from God. As we have pointed out more than once, the 
Hindu thinkers do not talk in terms of rights and hence they have 
the ideas neither oflegal, nor moral nor natural nor divine rights. 

ut Sukra does have a very definite idea of the divinity of the king 
because even if, for argument's sake, we would accept that his 
statements about the king being "another form of Vishnu," or 
about the functional resemblance between the king and the 
gods, are only analogical and metaphorical, we cannot do 
.away with his very definite and exact statement that the king is 
made out of the particles of eight gods. 4 

1 • Sukranitisara, i, 8s-86, 35· Cf., Vishnmmriti: ~c;p;:p:jqj<;o5ll?IIC::Us~l 
o:rr::rTT'"I'r'PI~fffi- ~: I 

2. Ibid., ii, 274-2j6. 

The l~d· S. V. Puntambekar, "Some Aspects of Shukca's Political Thought," 
zan Journal rif Political Scieace (Aptii-Scptembcr, 1!)48), PP· 7-8. 

want4· Benoy Sarkar is making gross exaggerations when he says : "Sukra 
· d' ~dus t1o understand that the king is great only from his station, but that as an 
m lVI ua he · · 1 f k' h' ·r 11 rna be IS just a morta among mortals. The office o mgs zp, 1 at a. , 
A Y h - conceded to be sacred but not the person who happens to hold Jt. 

sa uman being he is not distinct from other men. In order that the king can 
-cor:nmand awe and reverence of the people, he is therefore advi:ed ~y. tl~e 
philosopher to be attended by his retinue of officers. Verily, the regal ms!gnJ,a. 
and paraph~z:nalia, the royal seal and not the king himself is the r~al sove:e~g~. 
( P·! 74, Polztzcal Institutions and Theories). Sarkar unsuccessfully tues to mlmmlze 
the Importance of the conception of the divinity oft he king. 



HINDU POLITICAL THOUGHT 

7· HISTORICAL FACTORS FOR THE DIVINITr 
OF THE KING. 

247 

The notion of the divinity of the king has a long history 
in India, from the Vedic days onwards. There is no definite 

and positive proof of the actual assertion of divinity by any 
king. Even Asoka was content with the modest title ''devoted 
to", or "dear to the gods." From about the second century B. C. 
to the second century A.D., the north-west frontier of India 
was the scene of several foreign invasions by the Parthians, 
the Bactrians, the Scythians, the Yue-chis, etc. 1 After these 
invasions there occurs a change in the actual titles of the kings. 
Although these foreigners got acclimated and assimilated in India, 
still the culture and polity which is found in this period shows 
a mixture of foreign and Indian elements. Some of the kings 
coming from these foreign dynasties assumed high-sounding 
titles. Kanishka calls himself "son of god." 2 Gondopharnes, 
th':! Pahlava king, calls himself "consecrated to god."3 This 

tradition continued even later and Samudragupta in the Allaha­
bad inscription has been called a "mortal only in celebrating the 
rites and the observances of mankind (but otherwise) a god 
dwelling on the Earth," and in the Gaya copper-plate inscription 
a ''like of the gods ofKubera, Varuna, Indra and Antaka in one:t'' 

Sinha has tried to analyze the historical factors behind the 

rise of the divinity of the kings, in the period from about the 
first century B.C., to the third century A.D., but he has ended 
in a great confusion and even contradicts himself. He says : 
"The tradition of state, that is, royal patronage or partisanship 
had its origin with Asoka, and it was only the extension of that 
tradition, which coloured the attitude of kings in this age. This 

1. The ~1athura Inscription. Jownal rif the Ro_ya/ Asiatic Societ)', 1 S24, 
p. 402, refers to the creation of Dcvakulas for kings during this period. · 

2. Quoted in Sinha, op. cit., p. 238, ~; The title ~;;; is com­

parable to the Chinese imperial designation 'son of Heaven'-Tien-t.;:;e, Tietz-t;:u. 

~- lhid., ~~<;ffl" 
4· Ibid., pp. 294-295. 
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partisanship of religion by the state ultimately raised tl~e prestige 
of the state or of the symbol of the state, the king. In tlus matter, 
the tradition of the foreigners--the so-called barbarians, exercised 
powerful influence. And ultimately the result was the ~ise of_ the 
divine right of kings" .1 Here he assigns to the fore1gn kmgs 
the predominant share in "the rise of the divine right of kings," 
but only four pages later he forgets what he had said earlier 
and analyzes the notions of the divinity of the king as propounded 
in the Ramayana, the Mahabharata and the Manusmriti, in terms 
of the great intellectual attempt of Brahmanism "to invest the 
kin~~·s person with divine sanctity and his authority with a divine 
sanction" because both Brahmanism and the kings were allied 
in a great double attempt at the "expulsion or subjugation of 
the· barbarians" and relieving "the pressure of Buddhism on 
Brahmanism." 2 Historically, the notion of the king's divinity 
goes back to the Vedas and the Brahmanas. We think that 
the later tendency, especially in the post-1\-lauryan era, to exalt 
the king to the status of the gods or even transcending gods is 
definitely a Buddhist heritage. Buddhism had very definitely 
lowered the status of the Vedic gods. The latter had absolutely 
no place in the Buddhist scheme of knowledge and Nirvana. 
The Buddhist literature contains allusions to the humiliations of 
the Vedic gods by Buddha. According to Buddhism a man who 
has the knowledge leading to Nirvana is higher than any god.3 

Later on Brahmanism adopted this idea from Buddhism. 
Once the idea was there that a man could transcend a god due 
to his austeritoy and knowledge, it was easy to state that a king 
could transcend the gods. One can find concrete proof for our 
statement in Sukra. Referring to a king devoted to his Dharma, 
Sukra says : ''The gods are the servants of him by whom the 
austerities, which are equivalent to the performance of one's 

I. Ibid., P· 230. 

2 . Sinha, oft. cit., p. 234. 

3, A. \Neher, Sit;:.ungsberichle der Berliner Akademia der Wiss._cnsr.lwjten, rBg7, 

I, 594 ff, 
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duty, are eternally increased, not to speak of the human beings 
on earth." 1 

8. CONCLUSION AND REFLECTIONS 

In the Hindu speculations and theories about the divinity 
of the king we do not find any notion of the derivation of rights 
from a supreme Godhead. The Hindu theorists are interested 
in establishing the divinity or, as in the Ramayana, the super­
divinity of the king. They advance various grounds for their 
statements. The divinity of the king may be due to the creation 
of the king out of the particles of gods, or entrance of the god 
into the body of the king or the king could be a "mental son" 
of god or he could have attained the status of a god by performing 
some great sacrifice. The Hindu thinkers also make a functional 
comparison between the king and the gods but they do not speak 
of the king being a special agent or representative of God or a 
mediator between man and nature or man and god. 

Some reservations to the theoretical implications of the 
divinity of the king have been pointed out by several scholars.2 
Some scholars maintain that according to the Hindu notion 
the king was not a god but only a human god. 3 Probably by 
making this distinction they want to stress that the Hindu 
thinkers did not exalt the king to the full divine status. But 
much value cannot be placed upon this distinction as a detracting 
factor from the divinity of the king because the Ramayana 
states that the king transcends the gods and Sukra upholds the 
view that the gods are the servants of the king who is devoted 
to the increase of his Dharma. It is true that Sukra thinks 
that only the king who is devoted to Dharma is created out 
of the particles of gods. If he transgresses Dharma, he is made 
out of the particles of demons and goes to hell.. It is also to 

1. Sukranitisara, i, 24. 
2. According to a lat<'r work, Chand(.'shavara's Rajnitiratnakara, the 

people also are called ~-~UJ:· ~ P.ifl'~: 1 This would 
indicate a tradition that would have limited the theoritical claims of the king's 
divinity. 

3· Banneji, op. Cit., p. 71, 71n. D. R. Bhandarkar, Carmichael Ltctrms. 
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be noticed that the view of Vamadeva about the killing of an 
oppressive king and the view of Sukra to the effect of avoi~ing 
or expelling a king not mindful of his functions would dtlute 

the rigor of the divinity of the king. 
We have seen that the philosophy of Karma had some 

important repercussions on the notions of the divinity of the 
king. The doctrine of Karma as an ubiquitous law of moral 
determinism affecting all living beings and hence necessarily 
including the king, prevented the birth of the notion of the 
king being responsible to God alone for his acts. He has certain 
vocations-Dharma of his own and failure in the proper 
performance of them wou1d necessarily bring its own conse­
quences. The philosophy of Karma accepts the inexorable 
efficacy of action. Every action must necessarily and inevitably 
produce its consequences. A sociology of kingship constructed 
on the foundations of this concept ofKarma would refuse to accept 
that matters of politics are of special concern to the king and God. 
Since non-theistic systems of thought also accepted the concept 
of Karma, a broader operatiyeness was associated with it. Thus 

the concept of Karma would prevent the growth of royal preten­
sion to power by the device of pleading responsibility to God. 
The consequences of actions were bound to take place even with­
out the presiding authority of God. Moreover, the notion 
of Karma also prevented the development of any theory of the 
king being the special instrument for the concretisation of a divine 
m1sswn. The law of Karma is highly democratic to the extent 
that it rejects any Hebraic or Calvinistic idea of special election 
or selection. 1 One is entrusted with the performance of only 

I. Someti?les it is maintained that the concept of Karma is an ideological 
outg:owth fa?ncated by th~ holders of authority to provide a rational j~sti­
ficatwn of th<;Jr power· In th1s sense the concept of Karma is regarded as bemg 
a device to h1de th~ power constellations of society by providing some sort of an 
opium to the ~uffenng sections ofsocict~. I do not deny that at times in the course 
of India's lustory such pervc:r&ions of the Karma doc.trinc have taken place. 
I also do not deny that sometimes the philosophy of Karma m:~y be wrongly 
interpreted to justifiy a quietistic attitude of resignation. But ~ev~rtheless 
I see in this concept of ~arma possibilities of immeme soci_clogica~ s1gmfican_ce. 
The concept ?f Ka_r~a IS emphatically opposed to any anstocrau~ preten~wn 
to special divmc missiOn. It teaches that God dms not showe:r special or umque 
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those tasks for which one's previous Karma has fitted him. 
Hence we see that the concept of Karma divested the theory of 
divine origin from any implication of (I} the king being an 
agent of God, or ( 2) the king being responsible to God alone for 
his actions. 

Concurrently the law of Karma made impossible any idea 
of non-resistance or passive obedience being divinely ordained, 
because every person has his scheme of particular Dharma 
enjoined and fixed in accordance with his specific caste and 
order in life. Hence in both the Manu and Prithu traditions 
of divine origin in the Mahabharata, the functions ofthe gods 
ended with the nomination or creation of a particular king. 
God did not prescribe passive obedience or absolute 
non-resistance to the political authority of the king. The people 
have their Dharmas. Obedience or resistance to the king 
is not prescribed as the universal Dharma of all people. In a 
specific situation the people would decide what do to and in 
the making of this decision three factors would play an important 
role. First, the concrete objective political situation. Second, 
the Dharma of the four castes and orders. Third, the actual 
mental configuration of the people determined by their past and 
present actions. The doctrine of Karma, by introducing the 
notion of spiritual sanctions which would be imposed even after 
death, considerably influenced the notion of the divinity of the 
:king.l By emphasizing the notion that a man could even 

~favors or blessings. This concept teaches the supremacy of constant ceaseless 
efforts and moral endeavours. Even th.e lo~vcst sections do. not have any ground 
.of pessimism. The concept of Karma IS h1ghly democratic because it under­
:mines the theological foundations of autocracy and oligarch')J. The humblest 
must get up, gird up their loms and make efforts to attain the best status. 

r. Thus the concept of Karma. had immense ~ociological and 
political consequences. Usually there Js the chance that the theory 

-of the divinity of the king may be..:ome the thtoretical support of 
.autocratic and hresponsible claims to power. The king beina constituted of 
super-human sturi could claim to be the concentration of sa;red power and 
thus could e.<alt his authority. But the philosophy of Karma neutrali•ed the 
foundation.~ of such claims. Everybody w:>s hound by the iron chain of necessity 
of Karma. 'I he king in spite of all claims to d;vinity and majesty 
could not transcend the might and potency of Karma. He had his own svadhar­
ma to ptrform and for that he would be accountable to the sovereign c:.fficacy 
.ofKarma. Hence apart from the external influences and consequences that could 
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transcend the gods by virtue of his noble and spiritually-oriented" 
actions, the doctrine of Karma was a powerful factor repudiating 
the idea of any fundamental qualitative distinction between' 
divinity and humanity. 

flow fro.m the impactofhis actions, the king remained firmly bound accordinu:: 
to the H d th t th · ' ' ,. In u eory, o e operative powe.r of Karma and this universal power 
could make itself felt even aftc:r death. 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

This dissertation has been devoted to a philosophical analysis 
-of some of the fundamental political ideas of the ancient Hindus. 
We have started with the Rigveda and ended with the Ivianu­
smriti. It was essential to make a detailed investigation of 
concepts like Danda-punishment, Artha-wealth and Dharma­
way oflifc,for getting an insight into the problems ~nd the 
answers in the realm of ancient political thought in India. 
The second and third chapters are devoted to this type of 
conceptual study. The fourth and fifth chapters analyze the 
Hindu notions of kingship. In spite of the p~·evalence of republic­
an politics in India, political thought for the most part is concerned 
with the monarchical form of government. 

This study has shown the importance of the intensive 
investigation of the metaphysical foundations of Hindu political 
and social thought. The Hindu notions about the philosophy 
of Karma arc important for understanding the particular 
trend of political and social thought in ancient India. The meta­
physical justification of righteous warfare-Dharmayuddha­
in the Gita by the arguments of the Vedantic and Samkhya 
philosophy is one of the most important chapters in Hindu 
political thought which had not been analyzed so far in a work on 
political philosophy. We get interesting speculations about 
the primeval social times in the IVIahabharata which uses the 
Samkhya psychology for depicting the process of decline from the 
blessed state of the univcrStll prevalence of Dharma. The 
political philosophy of Asoka shows the vast influence of 
Buddhist metaphysics and ethics on his notions of kingly authority 
and renunciation of warfare. 

This study demonstrates the methodological necessity of 
_ analyzing the political philosophy of the Hindus in terms of 
their basic political concepts and broad philosophical assumptions. 
The introduction of conceptual dichotomies borro"Cved from a 
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non-Hindu political system only confuses the problems ~nd. we 
do not get beyond the stage of superficial generahzatl~ns. 
Our studies have shown that the precise legal concepts of state, sovcrezgnty 

and right were absent in ancient Hindu thought. 
We have seen that according to the Hindu theorists political 

power has been always conceived to be a means. Wealth and 
power are important values but spiritual realization and self­
contemplation stand higher. Hindu writers always stress that 
force should not be the basis of political power but that the latter 
should have its foundations in discipline, self-restraint and the 
performance of the function for which power has been instituted. 
The view that the ancient Hindus gave primacy to spiritual values 
over political goals is demonstrated in the philosophy of Hindu 
social structure where the Brahmins-the people of knowledge 
and renunciation-are placed in a higher rank than the Kshatri­
yas-the political people and the fighters.l 

But in spite of profound philosophical and psychological 
investigations we do feel that in the realm of political thought 
proper the ancient Hindus did not produce any magnificent 
work. 2 The Hindu thinkers did not concern themselves with 
the analysis of the significant problems of political philosophy 
at an advanced theoretical level. Their analysis of the funda­
mental concepts of political theory and public law is also not very 
penetrating and profound. Their main aim was to categorize 
the duties of the king and to prescribe to him pragmatic rules for 
political and imperialistic success. Even the Arthasastra of 
Kautilya does not make any monumental contribution in the 
field of political philosophy. Its basic importance lies in being 

. I. C~. Osw~~;ld Spengler, '!he Decline of the West, ii, 353-54 : "It \tas 
m conformity, agam, w1th the Ind1an world-feeling that lost itsclfin measureless 
infinity .that t~e priest-class there became a second nobiliry, which with immense 
power, mtrudmg upon every s01 t of life, planted itself between the people and 
and its wilderness of gods. The contradicticn between being and waking-being 
that exists in every microcosm necessarily drives the two Estates against one 
another. Time seeks to absorb and subordinate Space, Space Time. In India the 
conception of space as infinite-indefinite requricd a primacy of the priesthood." 

:;z. N. N. Law, Studies in Indian History and Culture (London, 1925), 3B~-
41s, gives a long bu~ unimpressive l~st of"Ava!lablc !-fanuscri~ts ~n Va~~a '?r ItS 
Sub-Topics", "A1."ailable Manuscnpts on Pohty or Its sub-top1cs and Prmted 
works on Poli'ly or its Sub-topics." 
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a systematic work on the theory of public administration. 
Adopting the terminology of German political scientists we can 
say that the ancient Hindu thinkers concentrated on Staatskunst 

and not on Staatswissenschaft. Kautilya did not have a single 
important successor. Creative political thinking almost died 
with him, except for some contributions from the Mahabharata.l 
Perhaps the Brahmanical dogmatism which created and propa­
gated the myth that whatever is worth knowing is already 
contained in the Vedas and the only important thing is to put 
the Vedic ideas in practice was responsible for the conservatism 
and scholasticism which we find in post-Kautilyan political 
thought. It is also true that the metaphysics of Karma and 

Dharma make impossible the emergence of certain political 
problems like the individual versus the state, or politics versus 
ethics, or the conception of the political responsibility and 
accountability of the king to the people. 

But still we have found that there is a fundamental spiritual 
and moral note in Hindu thought which is surpassing in its 
proclamation of the sacred character of the individual human 
personality.:! The fundamental theme of Hindu philosophical 

1 • An exaggerated c~timatc o! t~c Hind': achie.vem~nts in theoretical 
politics is made by R.C. MaJumdar, Uutlzne of Ancunt lr.dzan H1stor; and Civlli.;:atioll 
(Calcutta, rg37), p. r6o: •·We.learnfrom.t~ese .books [theArthasastraetc.J 
that the Hindus cultivated the science ofpohllcs With an ardour and enthusiasm 
which has no parallel in t~e. ancient worl?." But firs!, . we ~lave to distinguish 
bctvo~ecn the science of politiCS and .the sctence of admtmstr~tiOn. Secondly, even 
a superficial study of~la.to's. Republic and the Lau·s ,~·ould ~~~pel t~e nationalistic 
myth of Indian supenonty m the tealm of theorellcal pohl!caJ science. Jn the 
field of the conceptual! analyt.ical an? philosophical st~d~ of the problems of 
political theory the anCient !fmdus ?td not make an-y Slf:?!Ificant c~ntribution. 
They specialized in the art ofmculc.atmg ~rec~pts ~nd maxims ~or pol tical success. 
In a free India we have to study tlung~ scienu.fica!. y and ge~ nd. of the old emo­
tional orientation developed as a reaction agamst western SCientific chauvinism. 

2. O!~'ilc'ii~&J 1 a,ctBfu ~<facim 1 

~: ~ ~ql-~~if futofu I 
The above statem~nt does not refer to the type of individualism which we 

find in Hobbes, Locke, Smith, R~cardo or SJ;>encer. ~or IS !~ere any su~estion 
that it is comparable to the anti-theocentnc humamsm which begms wtth the 
Renaissance, is developed by <??ethe and Herd~r and ~cgi~s t? distintegrate · 
with the rise of German machtpollllk and the collectn c societanamsm of modem 
socialism. What I mean is that according to Hindu political philosophy, the 
individual is not a mere mechanistic agglomeration of materialistic elements 
but is the Atman which can participate not only in the physical, vital 
and mental consciousness but can also ascend to cosmic tand transcendental 

cognitional heights. 



Hll'lDU POLITICAL THOUGHT 

speculation is the spiritual nature of man. Ivlan is not the materia­
listic-vitalistic agglomeration of physical and chemical elements 
or the temporary embodiment of a blind force. In his inmost 
essence man is a divine spark. This conception of the dignity 
and sanctity of the human soul was a cardinal tenet even of those 
political writers who taught a realistic aggrandizement of political 
power or preached the divinity of the king. The idea that the 
human spirit is fundamental and for its realization all social and 

political allurements and fears are to be transcended ( ~i 
qf~cft ~~) is a very significant in!lTedient of Hindu social 
~ ' • 0 

psy<;hology. The superiority of the spirit to all the established 
engines of political power is a cardinal tenet which has always 
evoked the greatest adherence in India. This theory of the 
immensity and importance of the spirit in comparison to political 
and social claims is the real antidote to political assertiveness and 
power. This emphasis on sipirituality and morality in Hindu 
political thought is a great contribution to world political thought. 
It is this aspect of Hindu thought that has been emphasised in 
modern times in the writings of Dayananda, Vivekananda, 
Tilak, Aurobindo and Mahatma Gandhi. 
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APPEI\l"DIX I 

THE SOCIOLOGY OF EARLY BUDDHIST ETHICS 

I. EVOLUTION OF J10RAL IDEAS IN INDIA 

Howsoever based on intuitive perceptions and experiences 
and transcendentally-oriented a system of ethical philosophy 
might be, it has some social foundations and social implications. 
How much soever a man might try, he cannot remove himself 
from the organic structure of society. It is true that Buddha 
received enlightenment under the Bodhi tree as a result of 
mighty austent1es and deep contemplations but he had 
flourished amidst a social, economic and political context whose 
conscious and unconscious influences were cast on his person­
ality and thought. A great man represents the explicit flower­
ing of the dominant forces of his particular age. The insistent 
and compulsive urgency with which the problem of pain and 
suffering represented itself to the sensitive mind of Buddha 
was a consequence of the social ethos and spirit ofthat age 
which was pulsating with pessimism and monasticism and of 
that society in which wandering preachers were many. Buddha 
himself was conscious that his teachings were bound to have 
social influences. The Dhammapada says: "A supernatural 
person (a Buddha) is not easily found, he is not born every­
where. Wherever such a sage is born, that race prospers."l 
In the process of acquiring an institutional framework ethical 
teachings .r;nore and more demonstrate their social influence. 
The teachings of Buddha, although oriented to the acquisition 
of final emancipation from misery, have, in the course of Indian 
history, cast profound social influences. A sociological study 
of early Buddhist ethics receives added justification today 
when responsible leaders of peoples and nations are saying that 

1. Dhammapada, XIV, 19.l-
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the Buddhist concepts of avaira and maitri can alone save 
humanity from the threatening holocaust and catastrophe. 
Mahatma Gandhi's political success in modern India is an 
additional substantiation of the view that the Buddhist ethics of 
ahimsa did have social and political implications. The movement 
of Gandhi was a vindication of the practial applicability of the 
Buddhist concept of non-violence on a national political scale. 
Hence it is essential that a sociological study of Buddhist ethics 
should be undertaken. In the west, Westermarck, Max Weber, 
L. T. Hobhouse, Durkheim, Albion Small, Pitirim Sorokin and 
others have undertaken significant steps in the development of 
a sociological study of religious and ethical ideas. I propose 
to undertake a sociological study of early Buddhist ethics and 
to discuss not only the social origins of the ethical ideas but 
also the implications of those ideas for the social structure. 

If Budjhist ethics stressed the development of moral 
rectitude and uprightness for the growth of meditative self-con· 
centration and contemplative insight, still it had a social aspect 
in the sense that the Buddhist Bhikshu had to lead his austere 
life in the Samgha. He was not residing in complete isolation· 
Even if he could for some time live in a cave or some riverside 
retreat, he had to come in touch with people for his food and 
other needs and cares of his physical self. The S amgha was a 
type of a religious conmmunity and the deep affcctual bonds of 
a primary group had _their operation there. The Theragatha 
refers to the ethics of brotherliness in the Samgha 

"Behold the company who learn· of him­
In happy concord of fraternity ... 
The noblest homage this to Buddhas paid." 
The Samgha provided an institutional basis to the ethical 

life of the Buddhist monks. It provided an atmosphere of the 
direct and indirect suggestion of the primacy of moral values. 
The individual desire to lead a moral life thus received reinfor­
cement and intensification because of the existence of a social 
fraternity. The individual monk was a cell in the organic 
confraternity of the Samgha. The teachers and saints who 
were advanced in the moral and meditative path were the loci 
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of sympathetic radiation. They encouraged the initiates in the 
path of the redemption of the sins and sorrows of the world. The 
senior monks had attached to them the prestige and social status 
associated with age, wisdom and holy living. Thus it is possible 
to state that although the members of the Samgha had made 
a deliberate withdrawal from the great society, the formation 
and organisational structure of the Samgha tended to give a 
social and collective appearance to the dominant ethical norms 
to which the members had taken a vow. Thus the Samgha 
tended to give even to moral and meditative life the impress 
and cast of associational existence. It made possible a group 
life in quest of moral and virtuous activity and meditation. 

The great religions of the world ascribe a superhuman 
ongm to their ethical conceptions. The religious leader is 
regarded as only the medium through whom the divine being 
reveals the moral and sacred path. This tendency to ascribe 
a superhuman origin to their teachings and conceptions is an 
aspect of the dominant trend of world-religions to obtain adher­
ence and following by claiming a super-social source for their 
theology and ethics. There is no explicit recognition of any 
superior divine agency in Buddhism. Nevertheless, Buddhists 
believe that the great t1uths dawned on Buddha in a super­
intellectual stage of deep absorption. Hence Buddhism in 
spite of the non-acceptance of a theistic agency ascribes an 
intuitional if not a revelatory origin to its moral ideas. 

But we find that several non-intuitional sources have con­
tributed to the growth ofthe Buddhistic ethical ideas. Early 
Buddhists believed that if one had d~veloped the sentiment of 
universal all-c::>mprehensive compassion (maitri) then one could 
obtain the capacity to tame not only robbers and enemies but 
even wild animals. Buddha is able to subdue the great furious ele­
phant Nalagiri by the force of compassion. The Jataka tales 
depict the early lives of Buddha, prior to the attainment of final 
Buddhahood and they state that the Buddhisat used to live in 
perfect amity with even furious animals. This is another 
illustration of the operative force of compassion. From the 
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sociological standpoint it is an illustration of the magical 
potency of ethical virtue. It is possible to see behin~ such ~e­
liefs the heritage of old pre-historic magical conceptions wh1ch 
ascribed power and potency to the chief and the sorcerer. 
The Atharvaveda is a great storehouse of such magical beliefs 
and elements. In Buddhist literature also we find innumerable 
instances referring to the acquisition of supernormal powers 
by Buddha consequent upon the growth of enlightenment. 
Hence the primitive connexion between magic and ethics is to 
some extent retained in Buddhism. The magical potency 
which in olden times was supposed to adhere to the chief is 
now transferred to the Arhat and the Buddha. 

Besides revelation and magic, there is a third source for 
the growth of moral ideas and that is pragmatic consideration 
for social adjustment and welfare. Everv individual has in 
him the egoistic propensity to self-presevation. But the equally 
operative tendency of egoistic self-presevation of all individuals 
can lead to a regime of anarchv and chaos if there are not 

' ' 
rules of adjustment to settle conflicts. In the processes of social 
accommodation, adaptation and adjustment, there is the 
evolution of socio-moral rules. The great concept of Ahimsa 
must have evolved as a remedy to solve tribal tensions and 
group struggles. In the later processes of intellectual refine­
ment, these socio-moral rules of adjustment are given an 
idealistic appearance. This idealistic colour is essential to 
instil in people a feeling of attachment for and obligation to 
the moral rules. The rigors of social penalization and external 
constraint are also employed to obtain conformity to these 
idealistically coloured moral rules to the extent that adherence 
to them is regarded essential for cohesion. Asteya or non-thiev­
ing is a great moral notion but since its maintenance is vitally 
essential for social preservation, hence the agency of constraint 
is taken recourse to for its application. Thus it is possible to 
maintain that the problems of social adjustment have also 
contributed to the evolution of moral ideas. 

But it has to be borne in mind that this desire for soci~l 

cohesion does not explain the total meaning and significance 
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of ethics. The psychological growth of man also results in a 
cha~tening of his emotions. Thus we find the development of 
what Westermarck calls "moral emotions". According to him 
moral disapproval is a way of expressing individual resentment 
against a specific way of action and moral approval is a form 
of retributive sympathetic cmotion.1 The psychological growth 
of men leading to the emergence and flowering of moral 
emotions is not something mechanical. It is highly subjective. 
In the same society or even in the same family there may be 
persons of the most diverse temperaments. Early Buddhism 
accepts the concepts of Karma and Samskara. These have 
psychological foundations. The ethical orientations of men 
and their capacity to progress in the path of moral endeavours 
is determined by their past emotional heritage. Even the 
Buddha himself had to practise penances and austerities in 
several previous lives before he could attain the cognitive, 
volitional and emotional maturity which Buddhahood typifies. 
The concept of Bhavana or emotional apperception is lauded in 
early Buddhism as an ingredient for the attainment of truth. 
Thus we find that the emotional factor has also to be stressed 
in indicating the origin of moral ideas. Therifore in studying 

the evolution and development of Buddhist moral ideas, these forlr factors 

have to be emphasized-intuition, magic, social adjustment and moral 

emotions. 
During the Vedic age ethical ideas were evolving. There 

was the dominant concept of Rita-the all-governing cosmic 
law which controlled the path and the destiny of gods and men. 
What was not Rita was anrita and the Vedic seers prayed for · 
being led to the path of satya, in place of the path of anrita. 

There was great stress on moral virtues like vrata (vows), diksa 
(initiation into the moral way), Sraddha (faith) and dana 

(beneficence). Gifts were to be imparted not only to the 
sacrificial priests but to all the needy and the Rigveda categori­
cally states that one who eats alone is eating sins. Varuna is 
the great upholder of the moral way-dhritavrata. Agni is also 

I. Westermarck, The Origin and Evolution Moral Ideas. II, pp •. 738·741. 
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called the protector of vows- Vratapati. The Vedic gods and 
goddesses like Savita, Dyauh and Prithivi have also moral 
attributes applied to them. The fact that during the Vedic period 
there was an emphatic and explicit distinction between good and 
evil is clearly brought out in the opposed juxtaposition of 
bhadra (the noble and good) and durita (the evil or bad). 
The Vedas speak of the evils associated with the transgression 
of the divine law or the moral immanental law of Rita. These 
evils are regarded as Vriji1lal, The god Varuna is regarded as 
the forgiver of sins and evil. There is an advanced notion of 
ethical evolution involved in the idea that Varuna knows the mo· 
tives of men. The Rigveda also accepts the distinction between 
moral sin and sacrificial sin. The latter refers to a violation of 
the exact methodology of the sacrificial mechanism, while the 
former involves a reference to the violation of the laws 
of human conduct. The Vedas indicate the social aspect 
of morality in the condemnation of sorcery, seduction, adultery, 
witchcraft and gambling. The concept of da1la (gifts) has a 
foremost place and in the Rigveda we find mention of gifts 
without involving any mediation of the gods. This forestalls the 
Buddhist ethic of beneficence. During the age of the Brahman a~ 
there was the development of an elaborate complicated sacri­
£cial ritualism. There was the growth of the idea of the three­
fold debts-to the manes, to the gods, and to the seers, which a 
man has to redeem. A great advance in moral conception 
during the period was indicated in the stress on the confession 
of evil deeds. 

The fundamental theme of the Upanishads is the metaphy· 
sical all-pervasiveness and inclusive immanence of the supreme 
spirit. The cosmic self is identical with the psychic essence in 
its inmost being. The cosmic Brahman is also transcendent. 
It has been said that since the human being can realize his 
identity with the absolute by cognitive contemplation and since 
the supreme being is beyond the application of the criteria of 

I. 1 he Atharvaveda, xi, 8 19 and vi, 26, refers to Popman or an im• 
persond e1 il. . 
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good and evil, hence the Upanishads teach a transcendent 
supcrmoralism. But the Upanishads stress the ethical path 
both as a preparatory discipline for the acquisition of supreme 
knowledge and as a natural consequence of spiritual gnosis. 
The Mundakopanishad points out that supreme knowledge 
cannot be attained without rigorous conformity to the moral 
path. The Kathopanishad also stresses the moral disciplines as 
a preparation for the attainment of the liberating knowledge. 
The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad also stresses beneficence and 
asceticism. The Taittiriya Upanishad gives us categorical 
imperatives of the virtues essential for a householder. The 
Chhandogya gives us the ethic of the Three D's- beneficence 
(dana), self-restraint ( daman) and kindness ( daya). It has been 
sometimes stated that the Upanishads inculcate the despotic 
imperialism of the man of knowledge in the ethical ~realm 
because they teach the irrelevance of ethical canons for the 
man of knowledge or jnani. Melamed says that ethics receives 
its justification in the tension between God and man and since 
the Upanishads teach pantheistic immanence hence there is 
no place for the imperativeness of the ethical norm for the 
man who has obtained the final knowledge of the spirit. It is 
true that the Upanishads teach the identity of the Brahman and 
the human soul but this type of spiritual realization leads to 
the growth of an attitude of moral identification with the entire 
order of living beings. The realized saint develops an attitude 
or equality and philosophic equanimity. Nevertheless, It IS 
correct that the conception that the man of knowledge goes 
beyond the applicability of the criteria of sin and merit is at 
least formulated in a fashion which can have socially damaging 
implications. At times this ideal can be exploited by hypocrites. 
From the standpoint of social cohesion and organization what 
we need is the inculcation of absolutism of moral virtues. 
It is certainly true that the absolute spirit is not touched by 
the criteria of morals evolved by human beings at a certain 
time and place. But no embodied human being can ever con­
cretely attain complete identity with the supreme spirit; How 
much soever his spirit might be developed and enlightened, 
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so long as the seer is physically alive he is faced with problems 
of social adjustment. Ev~n when he is dead it is society that 
takes care of his dead body. Hence the complete immersion 
in the absolute even if possible on a purely mental and philo· 
'Sophical plane, can never be a concrete total actuality. 
Although in modern times Vivckananda, Ram Tirtha, 
Lokamanya Tilak and Aurobindo Ghosh have tried to defend 
the U panishadic metaphysics from the charge of ethical irrele· 
vance, I consider that the Upanishadic ethical code is not 
happily phrased from the social standpoint. If it is imperative 
to preserve society and to better it, then for no human being, 
regardless of his saintly and spiritual acquisitions, can the 
prescription of the canon of ethical irrelevance be permitted. 
Wheresoever the saint comes in conflict with the accepted canons­
and criteria of citizenship, he should be adequately dealt with 
by the established institutions. 

2. THE SOCIOLOGY OF EARLY BUDDHIST ETHICS 

The ethics of Buddhism preaches a middle way between the 
extremes of sensuous appetitive hedonism and utter and absolute 
self-abnegation and asceticism. This middle way is categorized 
as the eightfold moral way-the Arya Ashtangika Marga. But 
although Buddhist ethics avoids the extreme concepts of chastise·· 
ment and penalization of the body associated with the teachings 
of the J ains, the monkish ethics of Buddhism is definitely and 
pronouncedly ascetic and rigorous from any utilitarian and 
eudaemonistic standpoint. However, Buddha showed great 
courage of spirit in denouncing the grosser and harsher forms of 
asceticism. He claims that he had taught a moral way that iS· 
noble and oriented to the realization of the supreme enlighten· 
ment. There are eight great concepts in his moral way-right­
opinions ( Sam;ak Drishti), right aspirations or volition (Sam yak 
Samkalpa), right speech (Smayak Vak), right actions (Sam;·ak 
Karmanta), right means of livelihood (Samyak Ajiva), right: 
efforts ( Samyak Vyayama), right mindfulness ( Sam;ak Smriti),. 

and right contemplation (Samyak Samadhi). 
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Right opinions refer to the acceptance of correct meta­
physical views. Although Buddhism is silent about transcen­
dental metaphysics, nonetheless it prescribes certain metaphysi­
cal schemes ~f the origination and extinction of suffering. The 
formula of Pratityasamutpada is one such illustration. This 
stress on right opinions shows that according to Buddha, ethical 
norms cannot have mere pragmatic foundations. They should 
be rooted in the apperception of some fundamental truths. The 
sanction of ethics in cady Buddhism lies not in the existence 
of a mechanism of external social and political constraint but 
in the sovereign imperative of the perception of the pervasive­
ness of sorrow and pain in the world. If moral rules are re­
garded as rooted only in the cult of individual expediency, 
then it is possible that men may like to exploit the world to the 
maximum. The only bar to immoral action in that case is the 

, fear of detection and punishment. But the criterion of mora­
lity according to Buddhism lies in the growth of an inner sense 
of the necessity of virtue in a world where all consituted crea­
ture are equally governed by the inexorable law of sorrow and 
pain. Hence the community of suffering-fraught populace 
must traverse the moral way.1 

Right aspirations are also essential. They are needed for 
the growth of renunciation, benevolence and kindness to all 
living beings. The stress on right aspiration and volitions 
indicates the inwardization of morality In 

Buddhism. The Dhammapada says : "All that we are is the 
result of what we have thought, it is founded on our thoughts, 
it is made up of our thoughts. If a man speaks or acts with an 
evil thought pain follows him, as the wheel follows the foot of 
the ox that draws the carriage. If a man speaks or acts with a 
pure thought, happiness follows him, like a shadow that never 
leaves him."2 The emphasis on right aspirations is an important 
advance in the direction of ethical intuitionism. It is an attempt 
to found the roots of morality in the chastened conscience of 

J. Cf. Dhammapada 1, 7 , "The world does not know that we must alit 
come to an end here; but those who know it their quarrels cease at once.'~ 

:;:!. Dhammapada, 1 and 2. 
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man. As Socrates and Plato preached against the external con­
ventionalism and pragmatism of Cephalus, Polemarchus and 
Glaucon, so also in place of the traditional ritualism of the 
Brahmanas and the formal asceticism of the wandering teachers, 
Buddha heralded the application of inner reason and volition 
to moral life. He taught the ennoblement and purification of 
human intentions. This concept of right aspirations has great 
social implications. Modern psychologists are trying to examine 
the emotional foundationals of tribal, social and national con­
flicts and they also advocate some kind of psychological in­
tegration and remaking of man. If our aspirations are right 
not only can social tension and international conflicts be resolved 
but we can build a better and happier world. It is true that in 
the framework of Buddhist ethics right aspiration was oriented 
to the cultivation of those sentiments which could lead to the 
realization of the state of Nirvana, still socially beneficial senti­
ments are not excluded from its purview. "It is longing for 
aspiration ; the hope to live in love with all ; the aspiration of 
true humanity." 

Right speech is cultivated by abstaining from lying, calurni­
nation, abuse and fruitless conversation. An aspirant rnust 
abstain from back-biting and from harsh language. A good 
deal of social conflict is generated by the absence of restraint 
over use of language. The avoidance of harsh language leads 
not only to the growth of inner peace but it is a solid virtue 
which imparts social esteem and prestige. The great success 
of Buddha, Christ and Gandhi was in part a consequence of 
their use of sweet and soothing language. We have to beware 
of confusing strength of character with offensive speech. 

Buddha lays the greatest emphasis on right deeds. Righi 
.actions lead to the formation of virtuous character. 

''According to the seed that's sown 
So is the fruit ye reap therefrom. 
Doer of good will gather good 
Doer of evil, evil reaps. 
Sown is the seed, and thou shall taste 
The fruit thereof." 
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Buddha repudiates the concept of a substantial soul monad 
but he was committed to the conception of the causal opera­
tiveness of the acts performed. "To say one (person) acts,. 
another reaps the fruits of those acts is not true. And to say : 
one and the same both acts and is affected by the result is not 
true." Hence although there is no concept of the soul as an 
unchanging spiritual being, nevertheless we find in Buddhism 
the concept of the continuity of character and personality~ 
According to Buddhism it is essential to perform right deeds 
because they lead to the formation of the right type of character. 
Right actions involve abstention from destruction of life. It is 
essential not to grasp and take what is not given to one and the 
concept of purity is also extremely essential. "He who destroys 
life, who speaks untruth, who in this world takes what is not 
given him ... even in this world digs up his own root." 1 In 
Buddhism we find the distinction between good actions and bad 
actions. 2 Good actions are characterized by the absence of 
covetousness, jealousy and delusion ( alobha, aduesha and amoha). 
Hence only he can perform. right actions who has conquered 
the lower passions and is free from the desires and illusions of 
the ego. Egoism is the cardinal evil because it generates false 
attachments and perversities. Good actions have two supreme 
consequences. They lead to the realization of the supreme goal 
of final extinction of all pain, evil and sorrow. This is their 
individual aspect. They also lead to the welfare and good of 
other human beings. This is their social aspect. It is true that 
in early Buddhism the physiological and psychological aspects 
of actions have been emphasized because it is a religion of 
redemption but the social aspects of action are not altogether 
neglected. If good works are performed then social adaptation 
and harmonious functional adjustments are bound to result. 
But the concrete perf~rmance of good works is a very difficult 
enterprise because it is the resultant of diverse factors. Modern 

I. Dhammapada, 246 and 247· 
2. R hys Davids, Hibbert Lectures on tlze Hirtory of Buddhism, pp. 65-r,G: Mall 

Muller, Anthropological Religion, p. 301. 
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science stresses the concept of heredity which has a significant 
role to play in the development of character and personality 
which are the efficient causes of good actions but according to 
the Buddhist theory the parents and the family through whom 
and in which a person is born are also determined by 
his own actions. A second significant force for the concrete 
eventuation of good works is the compulsive mechanism and 
demand of the physiological and psychological structure of man. 

'Y:ilere are some actions whose perlormancc is impelled by this 
physiological and psychological structure. This structure is built 
up by the accumulated heritage and impressions of the actions 
of past Jives. It leads to the generation of samskara which 
constitutes the uniqueness of individual human nature. There 
are also some social factors which are operative. Education is 
such a factor. There may be certain ideals which are significant 
in some societies. They also exercise a moulding influence. The 
specific environm(ntal situation wherein certain actions are to 
be performed is also an important factor to be recknoned with. 
The interaction between the psycho-physical organism of the 
individual and the social ideals takes place in a definite situa· 
tiona! field. Thus it is clear that in a sociological study of the 
concept of right actions we cannot be content with only a 
psychological analysis of the individual personality. The situa· 
tiona! field and the domi~ant social ideals cannot be denied 
their role. It is very true that the supreme quest for a Buddhist 
was the attainment of the way of emancipation. But this per­
fectionist quest, in order to become interiorized in the human 
psyche and to be operative as a force of purposive propulsion 
towards the acceptance of the Buddhist way, had to become 
socially expressed. Ideas do not have a ghost-like existence in 
space and time. Before ideas can become operative forces they 
need some form of social habitation in the minds of men. Hence, 
in a sociological study of the concept of action this social side 
constituted by the group adherence to some ideals and the 
physical and social environmental field of operation should be 
taken into consideration. 
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The concept of right livelihood has proriouncedly a sociolo­

gical orientation. "Life is easy to live for a man who is wi.thout 
shame, a crow hero, a mischief-maker, an insulting, bold an~ 
wretched fellow. Bl\.t life is hard to live for a modest man, who 
always looks for what is pure, who is distinterested, quiet, 
spotless, and intelligent."1 The concept ofright livelihood 
excluded many kinds of mean and vulgar activities. It c~m have 
diverse social implications. Aristotle condemned large-scale 
trade, monopolies and the use of money as capital. He called 
them to be unnatural chrematistic activities as distinguished from 
natural finance which is to foster moral living. The Buddhist 
concept of right livelihood will also include a condemnation of 
unsocial economic operations. If we were to stress the econo­
mic implications of this concept, it will help us in substituting 
the profit motivation of modern bourgeois industrial economy 
by the motivation of service. The economic ethics of Buddhism 
is opposed to the Ricardian individualistic ·notions of the self­
interest of man and the maximization of returns as morally valid 
criteria of economic action. It refuses to consider the realm 
of business as a separate compartment of life which has its own 
professional ethics, different from the ethics of the other depart­
ments. According to Buddhism life is one intergral whole and 
ethical norms have universal sway. The Buddhist ethical way 
conceives of right living as a preparation for right concentration 
and meditation and hence according to Buddhism economic 
activities have only an instrumental reality. They are at best 
means. Economics does not assume the structure of a prepon­
derant substantive reality in Buddhist ethical philosophy. Eco­
nomic action, according to Buddhism, is a means and it has to 
be moralized in order that it may lead to the attainmerit of 
Nirvana. which is the supreme vocation. The idea of the 
moralization of economic activities is brought out in this state­
merit of the Sutta Nipata : "Those who in this ·world are wicked, 
and such as do not pay their debts, are slanderers, false in their 
dealings, counterfeiters, those who in this world being the lowest 

I. Dhammapada, XVIII, 244-245· 
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of men commit sin." 1 Although according to the scheme of the 
eightfold way, the concept of Samyak Ajiva is oriented to the 
ethics of the ascetic seeking the goal of emancipation, still it is 
possible to extend the sphere of its operation. 2 Thus the ideal 
depicted in the Sutta Nipata: "Waiting on mother and father, 
protecting child and wife, and a quiet calling, this is the highest 
blessing. Giving alms, living religiously, protecting relatives, 
blameless deeds, this is the highest blessing" 3-would be in 
consonance with the concept of right living. 

Right efforts imply a systematic psychological training. 
They imply the suppression of the rising of evil states and the 
eradication of those evil states which have already arisen. They 
also include the stimulation of good states and the perfection of 
those which have come into being. Samyak Vyayama, thus we see, 
is definitely a psychological and moral scheme of training and 
it has no affinity with the Platonic and Aristotelian notions 
regarding gymnastic. 

Right mindfulness indicates the constant mental presence of 
the dominant goals of existence. It is opposed to any inertia 
and lethargy with regard to the supreme quest of Nirvana. It 
implies a conquest of all kinds of false cravings and hankerings. 
It stresses a strenuous desire to overcome dejection. The 
aspirant has to train his body and mind in such a way as he 
will be ardent, self-possessed and mindful. "The disciples of 
Gotama are always well awake and their thoughts day and night 
are always set on Buddha, on the law, on the samgha, on their 
body, in compassion and in meditation." The operations of 
death are inexorable and hence it is essential that immediate 
efforts would be made to attain knowledge. The Dhammapada 
says: 

1. Sutta Nipata, "Amagandhasutta", 245· 
2. Cf. Buddhist Suttas p. I 8g ; "He abstains f10m the getting of silver 

or gold. He abstains from the getting of bondmen or bond women. He 
abstains from buying and selling. He abstains from tricks with false weights, 
alloyed metals, or false measures. He abstains from bribery, cheating, 
fraud anrl crooked ways. He refrains from maiming, killing, imprisoning, 
highway robbery, plundering villages, or obtaining money by threats of 
violence." These are the principles for the guidance of the conduct of a Bud· 
dhist. 

3· Sutta Nipata, 261-262. 
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"Death carries off a man who is gathering flowers and whose 
mind is di>trasted, a'> a fl::~::>d carries off a sleeping village."l 
"Well-makers lead the water (wherever they like) ; fletchers 
bend the arrow ; cm·pen ters bend a log of wood ; wise people 
fashion themselves." 2 Hence it is essential to cultivate the path of 
earnestness leading to immortality, because thoughlessness is 
the path of death. The Buddhist concept of Apramada has been 
differently interpreted. Fausboll translates it by 'vigilantia', 
Childres by 'diligene', and Max Muller by 'earnestness'. It is 
an essential supplement to the concept of right mindfulness. 

Right contemplation is the culmination of the ethical process. 
Morality, according to Buddhism, receives its consummation in 
the attainment of the serene concentration of the mind. Samyak 
Samadhi stresses inward cognition and reflective abstraction. 
Samadhi is a state of mind consequent upon deep meditation. 
According to the Buddhist scheme there are four meditations 
which lead to the attainment of perfect concentration. The 
first dhymza results in the attainment of gladness and joy. The 
second dhyana leads to the attainment of elation and inner peace 
and silence. By the third dhyana a person is able to neutralize 
all his passions and false presuppositions and assumptions. The 
fourth and the final dhyana results in the attainment of perfect 
tranquility and self-realization. Hence the Dhammapada says: 
"The Bhikshu who acts with kindness, who is calm in the doc­
trine of Buddha, will reach the quiet place (Nirvana), cessation 
of natural desires and happiness. 0 Bhikshu, empty this boat! 
if emptied, it will go quickly ; having cut off passion and hatred, 
thoug wilt go to Nirvana ... Meditate, 0 Bhikshu, and be 
not heedless ! Do not direct thy thought to what gives pleasure, 
that thou mayest not for thy heedlessness have to swallow the 
iron ball lin hell), and thou mayest not cry out when burning, 
'This is pain.' Without knowledge there is no meditation, 
without meditation there is no knowledge : he who has know­
ledge and meditation is near into Nirvana." 3 Samadhi as obtained 

1. Dhammapada, 47-48. 
2. Ibid, 8o 
3· Dham:napada, 368-372· 
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by the four levels of meditations is a state of deep absorption. 
It is the attainment of knowledge by identity with the great 
principles of truth and law. It goes beyond the conceptual 
cognition of thought. In a sense it transcends the Kantian 
conception of the free will willing the free will, because it is a 
process of unitive absorption in which both cognition and voli­
tion attain their maturest perfection. It is true that this 
perfection of concentration is highly personal and subjective in 
character. But even this self-contemplation has also a sociologi­
cal side. The processes and technics of contemplation result 
in the development of an integrated and developed personality. 
The early Buddhist writings always refer to the delight and 
radiance that arc spread over the face of a true disciple of 
Buddha. This kind of integrated personality is in itself a 
social gain. Modern social psychologists have made us aware 
of the dangerous explosions and confl.icts which are the conse· 
quences of the frustrations, emotional deteriorations and psy­
choses of individuals. The schizophrenic or the divided per­
sonality is a great social problem. Hence if some person is 
able to attain a sense of delight, calm and happiness, he not 
only realizes a great personal goal but is rendering a great 
social service. His personality emits sparks of happiness and 
peace. Hence it is clear that the existence of such a persona· 
lity has great social value. 'Whatever place a faithful, virtuous, 
celebrated ... man chooses, there he is respected. Good people 
shine from afar, like the snow of mountains ; bad people are 
not seen, like arrows shot by night." 1 By stressing the notions 
of right mindfulness and contemplative concentration early 
Buddhism preached a deepening of the sense of morality. It 
provides an ethical teaching which inculcates profound purity 
and holiness. 

The Aryan eightfold way is a signal contribution to the 
evolution of moral ideas. It removes the subject of ethics from 
the domain of supernaturalism and transcendentalism. It 
preaches a moral way in which the individual is required to 

1 • Dhammapada, "Miscellaneous," 15. 
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conform to the path of ethics not out of the fear of an external 
agency. Morality has an inner source and impulsion and its· 
efficacy lies in the purification of intentions. The Buddhist way 
is a comprehensive code and it preaches a way which leads to­
the integration of personality and the attainment of calm, peace 
and silence. But although not supernaturalistic in its founda­
tions, there is an element of the a priori in Buddhist ethics. 
Samadhi and Nirvana arc super-intellectual categories and we 
cannot obtain a rational analysis of them. They do involve at 
least an initial faith in their certainty before the aspirant can 
take up the path. 

But although there is an element of the a priori in Buddhist 
ethics because it is oriented to the path of individual perfection 
and the attainment of Nirvana, the eightfold ethical way is 
calculated to promote the ongoing of the social process and 
structure. The adherence to the concepts of right speech, right 
actions and right means of livelihood introduces better commu­
nity relations not only in the Buddhist Samgha but in the greater 
society with which the Bhikshus come in contact. The modern 
school of ethical sociology believes in the betterment of society 
and the maximization of satisfactions by the rational realization 
ofhuman interests. Buddhists ethics, on the other hand, advo­
cates the realization ofsocial peace and communal fraternity by 
recourse to self-abnegation. There is no Fichtean conception 
of the perfection of society or of social justice in early Buddhism 
but the concept of right means of livelihood, if practised on a 
collective scale, can provide the basic value for solving the social 
and economic problems of an under-developed and poor country. 
In several countries we have seen the rapacities and plundering 
activitiell of industrialists who have brought havoc on society 
by mercilessly tampering with the social and natural resources. 
Hence modern economists are advocating the concept of con­
servation. If an extended social application is made of the 
Buddhist notions of right action and right means of livelihood 
we shall get that incorporation of the moral element in econo­
mic activity which is the dream ofsociological economists and 
thinkers like Ruskin, Tolstoy and Tawney. 
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Sometimes it has been said that the Buddhist eightfold path 
is purely introspective and contemplative and is not adequately 
dynamic. It is true that the eightfold path is regarded signifi­
cant because it culminates in the attainment of contemplation. 
But we should emphasize its dynamic character to the extent 
that it preaches an earnest and immediate application to the 
moral path. It should not be forgotten that the action-orienta­
tion of ethics is implicit in the very name .Marga. Buddhist 
ethics is not a matter of acceptance but it emphasizes the lead­
ing of a moral life. Man can be saved not by blind belief and 
passive faith but by the dynamic adherence to the path of 
ethics. 

Besides the Aryan eigthfold path, the early Buddhist scrip­
tures refer to another ethical categorization-the four Brahma 
Vihara. Maitri, Karuna, Mudita and Upeksha constitute the four 
Brahma Viharas. They are also referred to in the Yoga Sutras 
of Patanjali and are possibly derived both by Buddhism and 
Patanjali from a common source. J\!Iaitri or J\!Ietta is one of the 
most important concepts of Buddhist ethics. It comprehends 
both non-hatred and loving kindness. Hatred docs not cease by 
hatred, only non-hatred can overcome hatred. This, according 
to Buddha, is the eternal law. "Victcry breeds hatred, for the 
conquered is unhappy. He who has given up both victory 
and defeat, he, the contented is happy." Buddha exhorts his 
disciples to live happily, not hating those who hate them. The 
wanderer who wants to attain final emancipation must practise 
non-violence. Hence the U dana says :-

"The whole wide world we traverse with our thought 
Nor come on aught more dear to each than self. 
Since aye so dear the self to other men, 
Let the self-lover harm no other man." 

According to Buddha he who strikes or insults others is not an 
anchorite. According to the Dhammapada one who inflicts 
pain on an innocent and harmless person meets with one of these 
ten states : "He will have cruel suffering, loss, injury of the 
body, heavy affliction or loss of mind, or a misfortune coming 
from the king, or a fearful accusation, or loss of relations, or 
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destruction of treasures, orl ightning-fire·wm burn his houses, and! 
when his body is destroyed, the fool will go to hell.';1 The social' 
implications of non-hatred and non-resistance are obvious. The= 
tremendous sociological orientation of Buddhist ethics and per­
haps of the whole of Hindu ethics is clearly brought out· in the· 
immense moral and spiritual significance attaching to the concept 
of ahimsa. 2 Ahimsa is the signal way to attain fraternity and even 
identity with the entire realm of created beings. But Buddhism 
is not content only with the negative way of formulation. It 
preached the positive fullness of kindness. In profoundly mov­
ing uttc-rances the Sutta Nipata declares : 

"Even as a mother watcheth o'er her child 
Her only child, as long as life doth last, 
So let us, for all creatures, great or small, 
Develop such a boundless heart and mind. 
Ay, let us practise love for all the world, 
Upward and downward, yonder, hence, 
Uncramped from ill will and enmity." 3 

The Buddhist believer is expected to be extremely solicitous for 
the well being and happiness of all creatures. "Whatever living 
beings there are, either feeble or strong, all either long or great, 
middle-sized, short, small or large, either seen or which are not 
seen, and which live far or ncar, either born or seeking birth, 
may all creatures be happy-minded." The Buddhist stress on 
kindness and love seeks to emphasize a notion which is essential 
both for social well-being and for Nirvana. The Itivuttaka 
says : "All the means that can be used as bases for doing right 
are not worth one sixteenth part of the emancipation of the 
heart through love. That takes all those up into itself, outshining 
them in radiance and in glory." This stress on the universality 
of compassion by Buddhism had great social consequences and· 
it provided an exalted norm for action. 

I. Dhammapada, X, I37-I40-
!2. A. B. Keith, The Religion and Philosophy of tht Vedas and tlrt Upanishads, 

II, p. 476 : "The doctrine of Ahimsa is one which has never even in India 
received full sanction." But Keith is referring to practice and not to the socio­
logical implication:! of ahimsa on a theoretical level. 

3. Su tta Nipata, "Mettasutta," I 48- I 49· 
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In early Buddhist literature the cultivation of kindness and 
-love is associated with the acquisition of magical powers. Even 
dumb animals and furious beasts are caught by the dynamic 
spark of maitri and become absolutely tame and follow t~e sa~nt. 
Thus the superior efficacy of love is clear. From the soc10log1cal 
standpoint maitri is the supreme concept of social accommoda· 
tion and adjustment because it profoundly transforms the 
character of the wicked and the violent. In the J a takas we find 
numerous stories which indicate the transmutation of the concept 
of maitri into the dynamic principle of self-sacrifice for others. 
The Jatakas constar~tly reiterate the theme of self-sacrifice for 
the good of other beings. In the older ethical system of the 
Vedas and the Upanishads and the law-codes, kindness and 
sympathy were stressed but Buddhism excels Brahmanism in the 
immense emaphasis it puts, on love. From the sociological view­
point ahimsa and maitri are principles of rational harmony and 
universal love. lvlaitri is a creative force of social development 
and it can safely act as a deterrant and counterpoise to the dis­
similar and disharmonious forces of social tensions, contradictions 
and struggles. Ahimsa and maitri not only lead to the growth 
of internal harmony but they also result in the growth of spon­
taneous sympathy and a sense ~f dynamic identification with all 
living beings in their sorrow and suffering. Thus the cultiva­
tion of ahimsa and maitri can generate a sense of inner frater­
nity. This kind of brotherliness is needed in the growingly 

impersonal civilizations of the modern industrial world. 
Several European critics have tried to distinguish the non­

hatred and friendly sentiments inculcated in Buddhism from the 
stress on love in Christianity. According to Olden berg, Buddhism 
emphasizes not the emotion of a world-embracing love but the 
peaceful feeling of friendly harmony. In the reiterated empha­
sis on_ the cultivation of universal maitri, Olden berg finds "not 
the groundless enigmatic self-surrender of love, but rather in· 
telligent reflection, the conviction that it is thus best for all and 
not least the expectation that the natural law of retribution will 
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allot to such conduct the richest reward." 1 Schweitzer also 
has drawn a distinction between the Buddhist negativism of 
alzimsa and the active love of Christianity. From the stand­
point of social psychology it is essential to distinguish between 
non-hatred and friendliness on the one side and positive love 
on the other. But two reservations have to be made. First, 
from the standpoint of social relations, the difference does not 
appear very substantial because even in the Sutta Nipata maitri 
has been illustrated by the boundless love of the mother for the 
child. Secondly, in the J a takas we find numerous stories of 
the overflowing love of Buddha for all living creatures. Never­
theless, it seems correct to maintain that the supreme goal of the 
Buddhist is the realization of philosophic detachment and 
indifference while Christianity has stressed love for all human 
beings because all are children of the same providential Father. 
In the early Buddhist liten'iture the reconciling and harmoniz­
ing power of maitri has been illustrated by the story of the son 
who forgave the assassin of his father even when the former had 
the ready weapon in his hand to finish the wicked assassin.2 
This story is a supreme illustration of the transforming power 
of maitri when it is sincerely accepted as a norm of action. But 
Keith is guilty of unnecessarily reading the Aristotelian concept 
of prudence (phronesis) in this greatly edifying tale. He says. 
"The element of calculating prudence is ever present."3 Prudence 
is a cardinal concept in Aristotle's Nicomachearz Ethics but it has 
no place in Buddhist morality. 

Besides Maitri the theory of the four Brahma Viharas also 
stress Karuna. Karwza signifies a feeling of universal sympathetic 
identity with all living creatures. The Indian mind has always 
regarded Buddha as an embodiment of kind sympathy. A1udita 
or cheerfulness is also a moral category. Loving kindness, 
universal compassibn and cheerfulness have great social functions 

J. H. Oldcnberg, Buddha, p. !292. 

2. Maha,·agga X, 2. 

3· 
P· 1 I 7· 

A. B. Keith, Buddh!st Philosoph.] in India awl Cvlon (Oxford, 1923). 
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and roles. They arc oriented to the realization of a sense 
of fraternal identity which goes beyond the Greek concept 
of intelligent cooperative interdependence in a community 
(Koinonia). The life of Buddha typifies for all time the radical 
eradication of all socially disorganizing sentiments. The con­
cepts of maitri and karuna can alone strengthen the foundations 
of any political and social group. The concept of self-interest 

alone is too much artifical and inadequate. .'vfaitri and Aaruna 
are the foundations of universalistic solidarity. They replace~ the 
notions of reciprocity by the idea of universal compassion. The 
fourth category in the Brahma Viharas, UjJeksa, is more in­
dividual in its orientation. It stresses the development of utter 
non-attachment to the ills, pains, pleasures and tragedies of the 
world. Upeksha is the characteristic of the man of vision, who re­
fuses to be enchanted by the allurements of the evanescent 
world. The Sutta Nipata thus defin<!s a calm Muni : "Without 
desire for pleasant things and not given to conceit, and being 
gentle, intelligent, not credulous, he is not displeased with any­
thing. Not from love of gain does he learn, ancf he does 
not get angry on account of loss, and untroubled by desire he 
has no greed for sweet things. Equable (upekha), always thought­
ful, he does not think himself equal to others in the world, nor 
distinguished, nor low : for him there are no desires ( Ussada).,. 
Hence the attribute of the monk is the cultivation of supreme in­
difference. It is clear that this indifference can be acquired only 
by years of prolonged concentration and mental austerities. The 
stress on indifference reveals the ascetic other-worldly orienta­

tion of Buddhist ethics. 
In early Buddhism there were three concepts which com­

prehended the ethical quest and the philosophic achievement. 

Sila, Samadhi and Prajna are famous categories in the Buddhist 
litera.ture. Sila is a comprehensive code of moral life.. Samadhi 
is the attainment of deep mental training culminating in contem­
plation. Morality and contemplation result in the attainment 
of deep wisdom. These three concepts are integrally inter­
connected : "As hand washes hand and foot washes foot; so 
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uprightness is purified by wisdom, and wisdom is purified by 
uprightness. vVhere there is uprightness there is wisdom : where 
there is wisdom, there is uprightness. And the wisdom of 
the upright and the uprightness of the wise, have of all 
uprightness and wisdom in the world the highest value." 
Concentration is the intermediate category in the transition from 
ethical purification to the attainment of profound philosophi­
cal vision and wisdom. "Pervaded by uprightness, self-concentra­
tion is fruitful and rich in blessing; pervaded by wisdom the 
soul becomes wholly freed from all infirmity, from the infirmity 
of desire, from the infirmity of becoming, from the infirmity from 
error, from the infirmity of ignorance." Sometimes two other 
categories, Vimutli (emancipation) and Vimutti-Jnana-Darshana 
(insight into the knowledge of emancipation) are also added to 
the triology of Sila, Samadlzi and Prajna. 

There are five elements in Sila-non-violence, non-thieving, non­
adultery, not to indulge in falsehood and non-drinking. The pro­
hibition of violence is socially very significant. "A monk abstains 
from killing living creatures; he refrains from causing the death 
of living creatures. He lays down the stick; he lays down weapons. 
He is compassionate and tender-hearted, he seeks with. friendly 
spirit the welfare of all living beings." There are additionai 
restrictions on the monk who joins the confraternity of ecclesias­
tical brethren. There are three conditions for the attainment 
of truth : Sraddha or faith, darshana or philosophic insight and 
bhavana or cultivation and meditation. The practice of truth 
}:tas a great part to play in the moralisation and harmonisation 
of social relations. "What he has heard here he does not re­
peat there, to separate this man from that ; what he has heard 
there he does not repeat here, to separate that man from this. 
He is the uniter of the separated, and the confirmer of the 
united. He enjoys concord ; he seeks to promote concord ; he 
takes delight in concord ; he is a speaker of concord-producing 
words." 

In the Buddhist literature we find repeated references to nume-
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rous moral categories1 and although we do not find a systema~ic 
philosophy of ethics, nevertheless these categories have grea~ soc tal 
implications. Sometimes the ideal virtues are categortsed as 
ten in number-charity, purificatio•1 of conduct, patience, ear­
nest endeavours, contemplation, intelligence, use of right means, 
strength and knowledge. We also find references to fear of 
committing sins ( Ottapa), to purity of conscience ( Anavajja) and 
to sympathy ( Samgaha). Buddhism lays great stress on gifts. 
This positive social ethic of dana is immensely lauded in early 
Buddhism. A gift bestowed on those who are passionless, who 
do not hate, who are free from vanity and lust brings great 
reward. But in the interest of the right allocation of the econo­
mic resources of the society it is essential that the virtue of gift 
should be wisely exercised. "Better it would be to swallow a 
heated iron ball, like flaring fire, than that a bad unrestrained 
fellow should live on the charity of the land." Self-control in 
all its aspects has profound social implications also. Early 
Buddhism emphasizes sympathy ( samgaha). It includes charity 
and gifts, gentle and unassuming conversation, kind acts and a 
dynamic sense of all-identificatian with the totality c.f living 
creatures. According to Buddhism the moral way of living 
culminating in philosophic wisdom is higher than the attain­
ment of heaven or the acquisition of imperialism over the earth 
and all the worlds. Hence it is evident that in the Buddhist 
scheme ofvalues, the economic, social and political spheres are 
rated inferior to the moral and spiritual spheres. 

Early Buddhism takes special delight in the detailed cate­
gorization of the sins and evils from ·.vhich a person has to guard 
himself. Murder, stealing and sexual impurity are the three 
sins of the body. Lying, slander, abuse and fruitless talks are 
the four sins of speech. Acquisitiveness, hatred and error are 
the three sins of the mind. These ten transgressions, if refrain­
ed from, are bound to have an ennobling effect on the patterns of 
social adjustment. Early Buddhism also condemns sensuality, 

J. C. A. F. R hys David's articl'! on "Amity" in the K. B. Pathak 
Commemoration Volume. 
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the desire for rebirth, ignorance and metaphysical dialec­
tics removed from the ethical way. There are five hindrances 
to ethical perfection ; appetitive sensuality (kamachhanda), evil 
desires ( vyapada), sluggish activity and lethargic dullness ( tthina­

middha ), nervous excitement ( uddhachha) and scepticism ( vichi­

kitsa). Sometimes we get references to the seven fetters or im­
pediments to moral realization : lustful indulgence ( anumaya ), 

abhorrence (patigha), unfounded philosophical beliefs (dristi), 

scepticism (vichikitJa), vanity (matla), attachment to the prolon­
gation of physical existence ( bhava raga) and ignorance ( avidya). 

Sometimes we find mention of the roots of evil ( akushala mulani)­

lying, delusion, hatred, attachment and lust. It is true that the 
orientation of these moral categories is toward individual per­
fection. But it is fundamentally incorrect to conceive of individual 
perfection as totally removed from the mechanics and dyna­
mics of the social structure. The moral and spiritual purifica­
tion of the individual does powerfully affect the feelings and 
sentiments of other human beings. There are numerous tales 
in Buddhist literature to illustrate the deep and profound trans­
formation wrought in the lives of those who were once socially 
destructive like thieves, robbers and criminals. 

3· SOCIAL AND POLITICAL ETHICS OF 
EARLY BUDDHISlv! 

In early Buddhism we also find a code of lay ethics. Accord­
ing to the Samyutta Nikaya if pious lay disciples direct their 
last aspirations and thoughts to the cessation of physical exist­
ence they can attain Nirvana. The lay disciples were also 
required to practise altruistic virtues. "Liberality, courtesy, 
benevolence, unselfishness under all circumstances and towards 
all-these qualities are to the world what the linchpin is to the 
rolling chariot." The Sigalovada Sutta of the Digha Nikaya 
gives us a traditional and conventional approach to the ethics 
of lay men. Its detailed analysis is important for a sociological 
study of Buddhist ethics. According to this Sutta parents 
should instruct their children and make endeavours for their 
progress and children should revere the parents and preserve 
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the sanctity of family ideals. Teachers should impart" the · 
right type of instruction and the pupils should show respect and· 
honour to them. Husbands should be loyal and faithful to 
their wives and should leave them autonomous in the manage­
ment of household affairs. It is deeply touching to find the 
supreme ascetic Buddha preaching that ornaments should be 
given to wives. Friends should be liberal and generous· and 
courteous in their reciprocal relations. The economic ethics of 
early Buddhism is also very significantly outlined in this Sutta. 
The concept of jus[ labour and just compensation is emphasized. 
The employers should properly feed and pay the servants, tend 
them in cases of sickness and should occasionally provide them 
with luxuries if possible. Thus it is clear that the idea of 
economic exploitation of the employed is repugnant to Buddhist 
economic ethics. There is no idea at all of any extortion of 
surplus and unpaid labor from the employees. The servants 
are exhorted to get up before and retire after their masters 
and to be content and faithfully discharge their duties. Thus 
the economic ethics of Buddhism aims to replace competition 
ancl struggle by the development of a sense of organic harmonY 
and mutual co-operation. Laymen are exhorted to take care 
of the temporal needs and requirements of monks and the 
latter are expected to impart the right kind of moral and 
spiritual training to the householders. The lay ethics of Buddh· 
ism is thus characterized by stress on harmony, mutual co· 
operation and organised confraternity in the achievement of 
peace and good-will.l In the J atakas also there is the outline 
of an organic ethical culture for laymen. There is mention of. 
six doors of gain : wealth, virtue, obedience to elders, study of 
the scriptures, truth and freedom from egoistic propensities. 

I. cr. the Mangala-Sutta No. 5 : 
''Honourin~ mother and father, cherishing of child and wife, 
A~~ a peaceful occupation : This is the ~<'st ~ood ome!l. 
G1v1ng of alms and righteous life, to chensh k1th and km, 
Doing deeds that bring no blame : This is the ?est. go~d .omen­
Ceasing and abstaining from sins, to shun intmCicatmg dunk~: 
Not neglecting religious duties : This is the best good omen. 
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For obtaining success in life besides virtue and patience, skill 
is also emphasized. 

Besides emphasizing the social and economic ethics of lay­
men, early Buddhism also refers to political ethics. Buddha 
upheld an ethically exalted and philosophically enlightened 
ideal for kingship. In the Samyutta Nikaya it is said that 
while once Buddha was living in a Himalayan hermitage, the 
thought occurred to him : "It is possible really to rule as a king 
in righteousness, without killing or causing to be killed, without 
practising oppression or permitting oppression to be practised, 
without suffering pain or inflicting pain on another." When 
Ajatsutru contemplated a war against the Vajjian confederacy, 
he commissioned his minister Vassakara to consult Buddha. 
Buddha then pointed out that so long as the Vajjians conformec;l 
to "certain fundamental laws" they would be invincible. These 
fundamental laws comprehend the political and social philoso­
phy of Buddha. Adherence to the old established constitution 
is the first basic principle. Buddha also warned against the 
introduction of novel changes in the institutional mechanism. 
Thus like Plato in the Republic who says that no changes should 
be made in the four fundamental principles defined by him2 
and like Aristotle in his critcism of the proposals of Hippodamus 
regarding legal innovations, 2 Buddha advocates a conservative 
and traditional approach to politics. He stressed the regular 
meetings of the republican assemblies for the transaction of the 
business of the community. Is was essential that the delibera­
tions and proposals of these assemblies should be oriented to 
the preservation of concord. The concept of concord thus eli­
minates the possibilities of the emergence of sectional and 
parochical interests which could engulf the social interest. Hence 
Buddha would advocate that the general will and consensus 
should be respected. The purity of the morals of the community 
was of tremendeus concern al)d the detention of women or girls 
among the clans was absolutely forbidden. The senior members 

1. Republic, Book IV, 423-424. 
2. Aristotle's Politics, Book II, 126ga :"For the habit of lightly chang­

ing the laws is an evil." 
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ofthe community, the elders in age and wisdom were to be 
consulted and their advice adhered to. The vagaries and 
experimentations proceeding from youthful immaturity could 
thus be avoided. The Dhammapada says : ''He who always 
gr~ets and constantly reveres the aged, four things will increase 
to him, viz. life, beauty, happiness, power." 1 Although Buddha 
had broken from the philosophical and religious traditions of 

_ Brahmanism, still it is remarkable to find that he did not con· 
template a radical and immediate break with the past. Hence 
Buddha wanted that village shrines should be honoured and 
religious rites adhered to. He also stressed that due respect 
and honour should be paid to the Arahats. In the J a takas also 
there are the outlines of political ethics. In the tale of Kuru· 
dhamma we find the notion that the happiness and welfare of 
the kingdom depends on the virtue of the king. The supreme 
influence of the ethics of Buddhism on political life was set:n in 
the wonderful transmutation of the personality of Asoka from a 
vengeful imperialist to that of an enlightened sympathetic ruler. 
Under Buddhist ethical influence Asoka abolished capital 
punishment at first for certain crimes and by the thirtyfirst year 
of his reign, completely. The political ethics of Buddhism can 
be also concretely studied in the noble conduct and character 
of king Harsavardhana. 

Buddha was not a social revolutionary. He did not preach 
any open crusade against the caste system. But his social ethics 
was calculated to enshrine the concept of merit in place of birth 
as the criterion of social stratification. "A man does not become 
a Brahmana by his platted hair, by his family, or by birth; 
in whom there is truth and righteousness, he is blessed, he is a 
Brahmana. I do not call a man a Brahmana because of his 
origin or of his mother. He is indeed arrogant and he is 
wealthy ; but the poor, who is freed from all attachments, him 
I call indeed a Brahmana." 2 Early Buddhism prescribes moral 

I. Dhammapada, IC9, 

2. Dhammapada, 393 & 396. 
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and philosophic criteria for the attainment of Brahmanhood 
and a Buddhist Sramana is indistinguishable from a Brahmana 
in this moral sense. Thus the social ethics of Buddhism will 
be opposed to social stratification on the basis of the criteria 
of birth. It will favour a functional organization of the social 
order based on the criterion of moral excellence. 

4· CRITICAL REFLECTIONS AND CONCLUSION 

Buddhist ethics is more comprehensive than the traditional 
Brahmanical identification of ethics with duties relevant to 
professional calling. It goes beyond the conception of eithics as 
caste duties. Hence the content of virtuous conduct so long 
confined to caste obligations and sacrificial performances is 
definitely extended. The Dhammapada provides a summary of 
Buddhist ethics in these terms : "Not to blame, not to strike, to 
live restrained under the law, to be moderate in eating, to sleep 
and sit alone, and to dwell in the highest thoughts,-this is the 
teaching of the Awakened." 1 In Buddhism morality does not 
consist only in the performance of external action but it is im­
peratively laid down that intentions should be purified and 
philosophic intuition should be attained. Even when Buddhism 
accepts the traditional and conventional elements in ethics it 
teaches the incorporation of a moral element in them. Thus 
the abstractness and externality of action is suffused with the 
concreteness of pure sentiments. 

Buddhist ethics is not founded upon the command of a 
divinely inspired primordial law-giver. Hence the sanction 
behind the moral imperatives of Buddhism is not the authentic 
revelation of the divine will by an angelic prophet. Buddha is 
the supreme teacher but he is not expressing the divine will. 
Hence the Buddhist ethical code is not rooted in the pre-existent 
conceptual pattern of the divine mind. According to early 
Buddhism the actions performed by an individual have a causal 
efficacy and the consequences of the acts performed are brought 
forth almost by an automatic inexorable vehemence. So long as 

I. Dhammapada, t85 
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evil actions do not begin to bring havoc up:m the doer he relishes 
them. So also, so long as meritorious deeds do not begin to 
shed glory, the doer is not inclined to their performance. Earl~ 
Buddhism teaches the almost cosmic operation of the law of 
Karman. There is no conception of a Leibnizean theodicy and 
pre-established harmony. Buddha stresses the cosmic operative­
ness of the law of Karma and this provides the categorial 
imperative for the ethical path. The belief in this law amounts 
to the visualization of social reform not on an institutional pattern 
but by effecting a transformation in human character. The cen­
tral theme is to purify human motivation. 

There is a definite strain of individualism in Buddhist ethics. 
The final goal of an individual human being is the attainment 
of emancipation. The realization of Nirvana which is the com­
plete extinction of all pain and misery is the ultimate destiny of 
man. Nirvana can be attained by all individuals, provided the 
right type of means are employed. Even Buddha himself had 
to make treme:1dous efforts for its attainment. There is no con­
cept of pre-destination in Buddhist ethics. Nirvana is not the 
monopoly of a selected or chosen group. It is capable of being 
universally realized. To this extent Buddhism reacts against the 
aristocratic element involved in the theodicy of pre-destination. 
The Kathopanishad states that the Atman can be realized only 
by him whom it chooses. But Buddhism teaches individual 
responsibility for the attainment of salvation. Althou(Th Buddha 

"' is the supreme teacher and leader and the revealer of the norm 
and although surrender to him is one of the cardinal tenets of 
Buddhism, still Buddha emphasizes one's own efforts for realiza­
tion. He wants the disciples to be a light unto themselves ( atta­

dipa) and to rely on themselves. "Self is the lord of self, who 
else could be the lord? With self well-subdued, a man finds a 
lord such as few could find. The evil done, by oneself, self­
begotten, self-bread crushes the foolish, as a diamond breaks a 
precious stone. By oneself the evil is done, by oneself one suffers; 
by oneself evil is left undone, by oneself one is purified. Purity 
and impurity belong to oneself, no one can purify another." 1 

I. Dhammapada, :Go and 165. 
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This type of vigorous stress on individual efforts generates a 
profound sense of optimism. Buddhism explains the sinful and 
irrational structure of the world in terms of the deeds committed 
by individuals. Thus it teaches the individuals not to supplicate 
some external agency but it stresses to the utmost degree self­
efforts. Thus it prepares the foundations of a social ethic of 
healthy and robust individualism. The idea that the individual 
can make or mar his destiny is one of the greatest contributions 
of Buddhism to social ethic. It is a great challenge to all preten­
tions to the au tocrati.c and aristocratic monopoly of the final 
wisdom. 

According to Buddhism the moral fact has two dimensions. 
The morality of action leads to the attainment of heaven. Early 
Buddhism derived from traditional Brahmanism the beliefin 
h:!avcn and hell. The doer of evil actions suffers twice. He 
suff.::rs in this world and the next. Thejatakas refer to eight 

· great hells and sixteen minor hells. Sometimes this figure of 
hc:lls is raised up to one hundred and more. The Dhammapada 
would condemn the liar to hell. "The virtuous man delights 
in this world, and he delights in the next ; he delights in both. 
He delights and rejoices, when he sees the purity of his own 
work."l Thus one incentive to moral action is the attainment 
of heaven. Sometimes a better status in a future rebirth is 
regarded as the fruit of good deeds performed on earth. But the 
final o-oal of the moral fact including both actions and intentions 

0 

is the attainment of Nirvana. \Vhen once this final goal is realiz-
ed, morality has attained fullness-"Even thus, Bhikkhus, under­
stand that ye must put away moral rules, Jet alone immoral 
rules." This conception of the moral way as a raft would 
seriously detract from the immense significance attributed to the 
ethical code in Buddhism. However, the general and over­
whelming trend of Buddhism is to emphasize the supremacy of 
the moral norm even when it teaches the ultimateness of Nirvana 
and Prajna. 

Buddhism teaches the vast significance of Samadhi and 
.Nirvana. Samadhi is a state of deep and intense concentration. 

I. Dhammapada, I G. 
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When it is engaged in not at intermittent intervals but as a 
matter of frequent duration, then it involves the element of ad­
justment to a super-normal world. This means that the more 
the transcendent aspects of ethics and metaphysics are emphasiz­
ed, the more the elements ofwithdrawal and ascetic rejection 
of the world would become pronounced. There is no question 
of identification with the norms accepted in the society. ThuS 
the final ethic of Buddhism is oriented to the ascetic realization 
of other-worldly goals. Although the lay ethics of Buddhism 
are based on accommodation and compromise with the world, 
and although common ideas, common interests and customs and 
mutual sympathy are stressed for the common people, the final 
and dominant note is withdrawal from the duties, sanctions and 
obligations of the social life. Thus we find a vast difference 
between Buddhist ethics and Greek ethics. Although Plato sings 
of the idea of the good, and although Aristotle refers to the 
contemplation of the pure activity of God, both of them teach 
the concept of reform of the polis. The final quest of Buddha 
is for Nirvana and all elements for adjustment and adaptation to 

the community are of secondary significance. "How is there 
laughter, how is there joy, as this world is always burning ? 
Why do you not seek a light, ye who are surrounded by a dark­
ness? This body is wasted, full of sickness, and frail ; this heap 
of corruption breaks to pieces, life indeed ends in death." 1 

Hence the supreme vocation is renunciation of the dark state of 
the householders' life and to make efforts for that realization 
which leads to the extinction of all sorrows and whence there is 
no return again to this tragedy-stricken world. 

Buddhism stresses resolute endurance, forbearance, bene­
ficence, benevolence and sympathy. It is true that all ethical 
preparations are oriented to the attainment of enlightenment 
but this does not really amount to the total devaluation of 
the mundane values and temporal interests of the lay people. 
There is no condemnation of the norms and technics and pro­
cesses associated with the adjustments of family and social 

x. Dammapada, 146, 147. 
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lives. Buddha did not preach social chaos and disorganization· 
Nevertheless, it is true that in his scheme of values the life of 
the ascetic who had renounced the home life was rated vastly 
superior to the life of the householder. Hence the life of the 
householder highly praised in the traditional Brahmanical code 
of social ethics is now regarded with an eye of critical suspicion. 
Early Buddhism marks the tendency to accentuate the monastic 
trends that were visible towards the end of the U panishadic age. 
By exalting the life of the ascetic in quest of emancipation, 
Buddhism tends to build up a separate sphere of spiritual ethics 
removed from the profane cult of those who were still immersed 
in the pleasures of the world. This premium on asceticism and 
the supremacy of the moral virtues associated with the life of the 
Bhikshu creates a sense of psychological tension for the average 
believer. On one side there is the deep-seated desire of man to 
found a family and lead a comfortable extistence. On the other 
side there is the teaching of Buddhist ethics which preaches the 
evanescence of temporal goods and mundane values. 1 The con­
stant emphasis on the inexorability of death leads at times to a 
sense of nihilistic despair and utter illusoriness in the minds of 
men. The natural quest for self-preservation is subjected to a 
series of devastating onslaughts by the hymns in praise of the con­
quest of egoism. Hence the final conclusion of Buddhist ethics, 
in spite of the occasional discussions oflay morality, is the quest 
of a system of soteriology and emancipation. The ultimate 
stress is not on social adjustment and the realization of rational 
common good as in Greek ethics but on the development and 
cultivation of an attitude of philosophic quiet and indifference. 

The dominant stress on an other-worldly orientation in quest 
of the extinction of pain and sorrow leads to the neglect of the 
conception of social rationality as the criterion of the good life. 
All action impelled by the calculation of self-interest is suspect­
ed in Buddhism. Desire in anticipation of any experience of 

I. ~ax Weber, "Religious Rf"jcctions of the World and their Directions" 
Essays zn Sociology, p. 323 : "It is also in India that the technique which 
corresponds to su.ch abneg~tion has been mo_st highly developed. Monkhood,. 
as well as the typ1cal ascetic and contemplative manipulations were not only-
first but also most consistently developed in India." ' 
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pleasurable feeling is regarded as the root of evil and hence 
individtJal economic activity in quest of the maximization of 
individual profit can never find any theoretical foundation in 
the economic ethics of Buddhism. It is true that most of the 
psychological and moral attributes which are highly praised in 
early Buddhism do have direct and indirect social implications 
but the absence of the conception of the primacy of social good 
.and its rational realization lead to the absence of any theory of 
·social and economic justice. In early Buddhism individual 
:hardships and privations arc explained in terms of individual 
action and there is no attempt at the institutional and sociologi­
..cal analysis of the foundations of social irrationalities and con­
rtradictions. There is no attempt in early Buddhism to apply 
·Critical ethical judgments to the state and society. Hence 
Buddhism did not prescribe any thorough program of social 
reform. Only individuals can be conceived as capable of moral 
:action. Buddha does not spomor any program of the incor­
poration of morality and rationality in the structure of the 
:state. Early Buddhism has no belief in an ethical state to be 
realized in the future. Nor could the transcendentally-oriented 
Buddhist ethics ever regard the political structure as the 
embodiment of freedom or the actualization of the ethical sub· 
l>tance. According to the Buddhist scheme, emancipation is to 
be attained not by the performance of good socially-conforming 
works but by righteous mendicancy, intuitive perception and 

-contemplative insight. Socially conforming works can at best 
lead to the attainment of heaven and good birth in the future. 
lienee there can be no ultimate motive for any definite interest 

in secular ends and positive programmes of social amelioration 
and b~tterment. Instead of stressing the performance of good 
works Nirvana is oriented to rending asunder the wheels of 
Karma. This transcendental stress implies the dissociation from 
.all direct mundane interests. But this quest for Nirvana does 
not mean any anti-social egoistic hedonism. It is a mistake to 
regard transcendental ethics as anti-social. The quest of trans­
-cendental values is absolutely removed from being anti-social. 
The only charge from a sociological standpoint that can be 
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levelled against a scheme of transcendental ethics is that it does 
not adequately stress social good. It is perfectly correct to hold 
that a transcendentally-oriented ethical system relegates the 
pursuit of secular values to a subordinate realm. But the reali­
zation of Nirvana can never be consonant with the doing of 
any deed that can have socially devastating implications and 
consequences. The charge of egoism is not correct because, 
after all, the goal ofthe extinction of suffering has to be attain­
ed by the individuals themselves. There can be no vicarious 
atonement and no realization of truth by proxy. The indivi­
duals are the loci of all those works and austerities which lead 
to the realization of truth and emancipation. But a person who 
has become enlightened can serve the fellow-seekers after truth 
in two ways. First, he can impart teachings to them. He can 
be of help in resolving their doubts and solving their problems. 
Secondly, he helps in setting standards of an exalted excellence 
of moral character. Hence the seer can become a centre of 
inspiration and he can radiate moral and spiritual vigour and 
strength. 

Buddhist ethics has certainly set before itself a transcendent 
ideal. Social, political and economic ethics have subordinate 

·place here. The supreme and final goal is individual redemp­
tion from sins and sorrows and sufferings. The attainment of 
Nirvana is the supreme imperative. But although the technics 
of the realization of Nirvana are introspective, subjective and 
deeply personal, still the spiritual and ethical quest is regarded 
not in terms of quietistic passivity or the vacuum ofresignation 
but in terms of a mighty conquering adventure. Hence the 
Dhammapada says : "Who shall overcome this earth, and the 
world of Yama and the world of the gods ? ... The disciple will 
overcome the earth, and the world ofYama, and the world of 
the gods." 1 The interpretation of the spiritual efforts towards. 
emancipation in terms of conquest indicates the dynamic 
and powerful aspect of Buddhism and it should remove any· 

I. Dhammapada, 44· 
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association of weakness or sluggishness with the ethical and 
.spiritual Iife.l 

Early Buddhism has set before us an exalted code of moral 
living. It certainly is a rigorous code but there can be no denial 
·of or doubt about its elevated tone and nature. Buddha's un­
;blemished life is one of the greatest events in the ethical advance 
·of humanity. Early Buddhism has rendered a signal service 
to humanity by preaching the moralization of human conduct 
and by stressing universal nobility, compassion, benevolence 
and sympathy. It may not be possible to imitate the life of 
Buddha for ordinary individuals but the ideal that he has set 
can be a worthy goal for evolutionary achievement. Society 
wiii certainly benefit if these ideals and especially the supreme 
concept of non-hatred and loving kindness are incorporated not 
only in any one civilization but in the world as a whole. 

r. Cf. Edgerton, "The Upanishads : What do they seek and why ?", 
Jcurnal of the American Oriental Society, Ig:~g. 



APPENDIX II 

THEOLOGY AND ETHICS IN KAUTILYAN 
POLITICAL THOUGHTI 

My work Hindu Political Thought and its Aietaphysical Fozmda­
tions before being published in book form was printed serially 
in the Journal of Bihar Research Society in 1952-1953, in four succes­
sive parts. \Vhile it was being printed and published in the Jour­
nal, Dr. U. N. Ghoshal wrote an article in The Indian Historical 
Q;larterly (:tviarch 1953, pp. 64-71) commenting on some of my 
conclusions but his criticisms do not appear to me to be valid. 

The fundamental methodological orientation in Hindu 
Political Thought and its J.l!etaphysical Foundations is towards attacking 
the tendency of interpreting Hindu political thought in the 
light of advan~ed and abstract concepts of western political 
thought. Western political thought in its various aspects is a 
highly sophisticated, theoretical and systematic type of intellectual 
enterprise. It has behind it the continuous labour of a large 
number of great thinkers for about twentyfive hundred years. 
Hence it is not possible to find that degree of abstract conceptua­
lism, which we find in western political writers, in ancient Hindu 
political thought which did not advance beyond the stage of 
aphoristic and pragmatic governmental maxims. Most of the 
books and papers written on Indian political thought by Indian 
writers suffer from this basic fallacy that they try to read western 
political ideas and concepts and theories in the writings of 
ancient Hindu writers. Hence they believe, for example, that 
if Aristotle separates politics and ethics, this contribution must also 
be somehow discovered in India. But the time has now come 
when Hindu Political thought must be interpreted in its own fundamental 
conceptual terms. I am also opposed to the tendency present 
in some western writers to interpret ancient Hellenic political 
thought in terms of post-sixteenth century political concepts 

1 • Originally published in the Journal of Bil.ar Reuarch Socie!J•, Dec, 1 955· 
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and I am happy to find that several scholars in the west also take 
a similar view. 

(i) Theology and Politics in Kau{ilya 

According to the writer in the Indian Historical OJlarterly the 
Artha~astra writers emancipated politics from the yoke of theology. 
I had criticized this view. The emancipation of politics from 
theology is a stupendous achievement. It is primarily a con­
sequence of the Renaissanance in Europe. Even Plato and Aristo­
tle incorporate theological notions in their political thought. 
The tenth book of the Republic discusses theology and eschatology· 
Some of the principles of theology discussed in Aristotle's 
A1etaplzysics have been accepted by him in his Politics.1 Machia­
velli begins the process of separation of politics and theology. Even 
Hobbes docs not separate entirely the treatment of political and 
theological considerations. This will be apparent from a studY 
of the third and fourth books of the L~viathan. Hepce the vaunted 
claim of the emancipation of politics from theology in pre­
Mauryan India has to be cautiously considered. 

A writer can be credited with having emancipated politics 
from theology if he is an advocate of materialism, positivism 
and secularism. We have to beware of confusing the prescription of 
ruthless Political technics with the repudiation of theology. Every 
student of history knows that some of the most cruel and callous 
and violent technics have been prescribed by writers for obtaining 
success in the battle waged for victory of theological symbols. 
It is true that the political technics of Kautilya and Bharadvaja 
are ruthless and relentless but it is absolutely unfounded to argue 
therefrom that Kautilya rids politics from the yoke of theology. 

In the first chapter of the Artha~astra he pays adherence to the 
fundamental goals and objectives and dogmas of Hindu theology. 
Moreover, he is a strong adherent of the claims of Brahmin 
supremacy and every student of Indian sociology knows that the 
claims of the Brahmins to superiority are rooted in the theological 

r. Vishwanath Prasad Varmn, "Ari~totle's Methodology of Political 
Science," The Indian j"oumal of Political Science,] une r 955, pp. ro6-123 • 
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notion of the Puru'f?a Szikta. Machiavelli, it may be noted as a 
point of contrast, did not sponsor the ecclesiastical pretentious 
of the clerical fraternity. According to Kau~ilya, the technics 
and prescriptions of the Artha!?astra are comprehended in the 
concept of Rajadharma which is supposed to lead to heaven-

'".............t.H . fU~· "' ~:Brcl+r:~·ll"l· ealsosays: aqf-€4'11~Cflilll (""11CJW:~Cfi~· 

Machiavelli, by contrast, does not advise the prince to take re­
course to ecclesiastical ceremonies for the redemption of his soul. 
Kau~ilya requries the king to do "PradakshiQ.a" of the cow and 

the bull ( ~ffi ~;:( crnT :q ~00Jf~lj)qf41oi ~). He says that 

the king is ·~rCJ1TT~~:' The presence of the season-sacri­

ficers shows that the king was to adhere to the Vedic ritualism 
and theology. Hence the service ofKau~ilya lies not in repudiating 
theological considerations but in writing a big treatise mainly 
devoted to the study and analysis of political and administrative 
problems in a comprehensive sense. His strong adherance to the 
claims and injuncticns of Brahmanical theology is almost self­
C\'ident. He says :-

~--+f~·olfeN ~ +£ f..'!il q r?( I f+i q f.. ?I d '! I 

(ii) Ethics and Politics in Kautlilya 

I never denied that the political and diplomatic technics of 
Kau~ilya arc realistic, calculated and crafty. But the real theoretical 
problem is-was Kautilya aware of having separated politics and 
ethics My answer is-definitely not. Aristotle is aware of 
having separated politics and ethics, (See the last book 
of Nicomaclzean Ethics). But nowhere in the Artha'f?astra is there 
any single sentence or verse to prove that Kautilya was conscious 
of having separated politics from ethics. Ethics had not assumed 
in Hindu thought the theoretically independent character that 
it did at the hands of western writers. 

But Kau~ilya's theoretical unawareness of having separated 
politics and ethics is not something peculiar. In the Chhandogya 
Upani'f?ad occurs the description of the Paiichagni Vidya. Some 
of the lines that occur there are revolting to the refined aesthetic 
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sense but what evidence is there to indicate that to the author 
also they appeared unethical and unaesthetic? Some modern 
western critics like Winternitz have criticized the defence of 
Dharmayuddha in the BhagavadgWi but to the author of the 
Gita that was a legitimate implication of the traditional theology 
and sociology. As a matter of fact, the GWi. condemns the 

attitude of mendicancy as <liifTzi"j,D..I'lfi::IH:i ;r<t>lfu'fi <:~. It follows 
that what to a critic advocating different ethical and aesthetic pre­
suppositions may appear unpalatable may have been only a logical 
implication according to the original author. :My conclusion is 
that Kautilya's policy and technics may appear ruthless and 
relentless to us but to him they w<!re comprehended in the 

Dharma of the king-~lliT ~ "Ue1crT ~: "Sro'~Rr if ~fu. 
According to his sociology if a person of a different social 

order, say a Brahman or a Vai~ya would take recourse to them, 
then that would b:! reprehensible because every order has its own 
Swadharma :-ncrq ~~;:ft fq: ~'1 ::cf~ 'if ;:r~fcr. 

But granting that Kautilya is not aware of separating politics 
and ethics, can Wi! as interpreters say, in view of his relentless 
st~tecraft, that he separates politics and ethics? According to 
Scientific methodology we are required first to state our own ethic­
al presuppositions and assumptions. Modern scientific methodo­
logy is oriented to the acceptance of relativism.1 There is nothing 
absolutely ethical or non-ethical. What is immoral to a Tolstoyan 
pacifist is legitimate for a Marxist revolutionary. What may 
be morally repugnant to a Buddhist is the highest norm to an 
inhabitant of Madagaskar. Hence unless the critic states 
what his own ethical presuppositions are, it is unscientific to con­
demn others as having eschewed moral considerations. What 
I am saying is illustrated very well in the second canto of the 
Bhagikavyam where the relativism of Dhannas has been pointed 
out. What is immoral from the democratic standpoint is only 
a part of social ethics (Sittlichkeit) according to Hegel. Hence 
ethical relativism and its methodological implications make it 

r. Max Weber, A!ethodolog} of the Social Sciences ; Felix Kaufmann, 
Methodology of the Social Sciences. 
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imperative that we can only consider some opinion to be unethical 
from a specific standpoint and belief. There can be no immutable 
judgment. 

There is also another consideration. An advocacy of cruel 
political diplomacy docs not imply that the writer is a critical 
analyst of the political scene and process. A value-free ( f1'trt-

.frei) political science is only an aspiration. Kau~ilya sketches the 
fundamentally value-i:rppregnated concept of "Rajarshivritta." 
He teaches the virtues of self-restraint. He is a believer in the 
dominant moral concepts of the Hindu tradition.. From the 
fifth, sixth and seventh chapters of the first book of the Artha!?astra 
it appears that he is a fundamental believer in the ultimate 
triumph of the virtues of moral restraint in history-fcro"r~-

if~~: Cflflr: Hence we must never make the mistake of iden­

tifying the policy of cruel and ruthless pursuit of political and 
diplomatic power with the renunciation of moral and valuational 
considerations on a theoretical plane. Hence I have urged in 
my book a more philosophic study of the theoretical implications 
of the methods followed by the ancient writers in their studies of 
political phenomena. 
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PHILOSOPHr OF HISTORr IN THE BHAGAVADGITA 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The Bhagavadgita is decidedly one of the greatest of the 
world's scriptures. For over two millennia it has been the 
most precious gem in the literary and philosophical masterpieces 
of the Hindu people. It has been comment<'cl upon, studied, 
recited and revered by generations after generations and it 
still commands a tremendous following. It epitomizes in a 
short compass the spiritual achievements and experiences of 
the ancient seers, and its conciseness as well as its majestic 
style have endeared it to the Hindus for centuries. Mystics 
and sages as well as dialecticians and scholastics have found it 
a very helpful instrument in their respective pursuits. Since 
the introduction of Sanskrit studies in Europe this book has 
won adherents in diverse camps. Idealists, romanticists, theists, 
Christians and others find words of great meaning in it. 
William Von Humboldt wrote in a letter to Frederick Von 
Gentz (1827) : "It is propably the most profound and most 
sublime work the world can show". August Schlegel prepared 
a critical edition of the text with a Latin translation. Un· 
questionably, the Bhagavadgita is a great book and the very 
fact that it has had such a glorious career of surpassing influence 
over thinkers and masses is a great testimony to the vitality of 
its message. The Gita, or the divine song as it is called in 
English, is a unique book in the world in the sense that it 
combines profundity with a great popular appeal. The 

dramatic scene of the famous Mahabharata War and the 
emotional fervour and reverence with which the Hindu mind 
looks upon Krishna have combined to give this book greater 
power for influencing the cultural evolution of India. The 
Gita is synthetic and integral in its approach. It is ~ot 
sectarian. It does not criticize or condemn, but it reconctles 
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and harmonizes. It does not have the narrow outlook of the 
fanatical prophet bent upon denouncing whatever appears 
a~tagonistic and antithetical, but it wants to provide the found­
atio~ of a large reconciling and synthetic vision and expe~ience. 
It. aims to awaken moral and spiritual consciousness in the 
mmds of men. Even in the modern age of scientific, sceptical 
and · · 1 · cntlca Intellectualism it has continued to attract persons 
of diverse cultural and social background. Its intellectual 
appeal and success make it necessary that its message and 
teachings should be critically examined and analysed. In the 
Western countries we find that Plato and Aristotle are being 
constantly studied, interpreted and commented upon. In India 
the intellectual influence of the Gita has been comparable to 
that of Plato in Europe. Besides, the Gita is also a great 
religious scripture which Plato's dialogues have never been. 
Bence one does not have to apologize for a new sociological 
Study of this powerful book. 

Hitherto the Gita has been discussed as a mystical and 
metaphysical book. I will try to stress its nature as a philosophy 
of history. Although the theme of philosophy of history is a new 
development and has been mainly emphasised in the European 
continent, still in the older scriptures and classics we can find 
ideas and notions which bear on the theme of historical causa.,. 
tion. In this sense we can say that in books VIII and IX of 
the Republic and Book V of Aristotle's Politics we have a philoso­
phy of history. History has been, in this broad sense, always 
the subject of reflection and philosophical speculation. Sensi­
tive and critical souls, who cannot take things as they are, 
Want to probe into the rationale of things, and they make 
reflections upon the philosophy of history. In the Ramayana 
and lvfahablzarata we find attempts to find some meaning 
behind events, and in one sense we can say that in the 
D ttarakanda of the Ramayana and in the Santi Parva of 
the 1\1ahabharata we have such historical reflections. The 
basic and fundamental problem ofthe philosophy of history is 
Social causation. In the ancient classics and scriptures we find 
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an integral approach in the sense that human history is linked 
up with cosmic history. For us at the present day, strict 
naturalistic causal investigation ofspecific social problems has a 
great appeal. We are living in an era of empiricism and quantita· 
tive and inductive methodology. But the grasp of the ancients was 
more intuitional and more universal. To them the individual 
was part of the cosmos. The explanations of social and political 
events also required the mediation of imponderable spiritual 
forces. To take an example-the law of Karma provides a 
hypothesis for the explanantion of the details of the happen· 
ings in a man's life. Unless we take into account this cosmic 
orientation we may fail to understand the philosophy of history 
in the Bhagavadgita. If we want to find replicas of Buckle, 
Hegel, Marx and Spengler we shall be disappointed, but if 
we want to know the fundamental conception of historical 
motivation, we certainly can find something relevant to our 
purpose. Since the Gita offers a spiritual interpretation 
of history, it is necessary to have in mind its basic metaphysical 
conceptions. 

2. METAPHYSICAL FOUNDATIONS OF THE 
GITA'S PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 

According to the Gita the conception of a primordial 
s~iritual being is central. This spiritual being is to be intui· 
tlvely perceived, felt and realized. This supracosmic agency is 
called Bralunan, and since the Rigveda it has been the 
dominant category of Indian philosophy. In the principal 
Upanishads there is great stress on the attributeless and indeter­
minate character of this supernal being, although in some of 
the Upanishads there is to be found the tendency to conceive 
of the absolute as being the perfection of all noble attributes 
The Gita accepts the conception of the attributeless spiritual 
being, but for purposes of religious devotion it conceives of that 
as a personal lord. In its conception of the Purushottama it 
posits a being even higher in status than the impersonal 
absolute. The Purushottama is beyond the Akshara Purus/za. 

The Indian mind takes peculiar delight in conceiving of the 
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simultaneous presence of antagonistic attributes in the supreme 
being. By regarding the supreme as both near and far~ 
motionless and active internal and external it wants to . ' ' 
Indicate the inadequacy of logical categories to comprehend a 
being beyond the bounds of logic. By a queer logic, although 
the Purushottama is the supreme being, still he is supposed to be 
embodied as Krishna, the divine incarnation. The Gita is 
emphatic in stating that there is both a manifested and an 
unmanifested aspect of the absolute, but it is difficult to 
understand how the supreme Purushottama who is beyond 
even the supracosmic impersonality of the Vedantic Absolute 
can be embodied in a human form. It is possible to accept 
the presence of divine consciousness in men ; it is also possible 
to accept that some human beings can have their life raised 
to great exalted heights, but to conceive that Krishna represents 
the fullness and the plenitude of supracosmic transcendence 
is a little puzzling. But this conception of Purushottama, 
although ·difficult from the logical standpoint even for those 
who accept a spiritual view of the world, is significant for the 
exposition of the Gita's philosophy of history. The noti•)n of 
the human embodiment of the divine being invests history with 
a fundamental worth and significance. Human life, the 
political world and the cosmos are not figments of imagination 
or temporary and transient illusions, but are expressions of the 
supreme spirit. The universe receives its meaning from being 
a spiritual laboratory for divine experimentations. The 
conception of the embodiment of the divine Purushottama 
stresses the notion of divine humanity. The Avatara is the 
meeting point of the human and the divine. He combines 
the transcendental unmanifested potentiality and the cosmic 
concrete actuality. Hence the conception of the Purushottama 
is supremely important from the standpoint of a spiritual 
philosophy of history. 

The supreme being works through his lower and the 
higher Prakriti. In the Vedas, we find the conception of a 
cosmic creative power that is responsible for the being of the 
mutable universe. The conception of Prakriti provides the 
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spiritual dialectic according to the Gita. "Earth, water, fire, 
air, space, mind, understanding and egoism, this is my nature 
divided eightfold. But this is a lower form of my nature, and 
higher than this which is animate ... and by which this universe 
is upheld. Know that all things have these (for their source). 
I am the producer and the destroyer of the whole universe. 
There is nothing else ... higher than myself; all this is woven 
upon me, like numbers of pearls upon a thread." In the 
thirteenth chapter of the Gita the Prakriti is called the Kshetra 
and the supreme spirit is regarded as inhabiting the various 
bodies as the knower of the Kshetra. "The great Brahman 
ti. e., Prakriti) is a womb for me, in which I cast the seed. 
From that, ... is the birth of all things. Of the bodies ... which 
are born from all wombs, the (main) womb is the great 
Brahman, and I (am) the father, the giver of the seed." This 
conception of Prakriti as the creative power of God and acting 
ultimately under his direction is a partial synthesis of the 
notion ofVedantic God and the Samkhya theory of the Prakriti 
as an unmanifested, undifferentiated potential of cosmic multi­
plicity and diversification. This conception of the Prakriti as 
the divine executive agency adds additional worth to history 
and the universal theatre of human activity, because in its 
ultimate sources the universe is regarded as being impelled by 
powerful spiritual forces. The two conceptions of the Avatara 
and Prakriti impart a dynamic significance to history, because 
the universe is not an illusion but is invested with spiritual 
significance. In other words, we can say that the no;ions of 
the Avatara and Prakriti bridge the gulf between supracosmic 
utter transcendence and impersonality au the one side and 
mere mechanism and blind operation on the othe1·. Thus the 
universe comes to have an organic spiritual connection, and 
thereby it receives a meaning. From the supreme being, 
through the Avatara and spiritual Prakriti, to the pulsation of 
the forces and events of the physical world, there is a supreme 
connecting link. In its cosmological explanations the Gita 
stresses this notion of inter-connectedness. "Those who know a 
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day of Brahman to end after one thousand ages, and the night 
to terminate after one thousand ages, are the persons who know 
day and night. On the advent of day, all perceptible things 
are produced from the unperceived ; and on the advent of 
night they dissolve in that same (principle) called the 
unperceived. This same assemblage of entities, being produced 
again and again, dissolves on the advent of night and ... issues 
forth on the advent of day without a will of its own. But 
there is another entity, unpereived and eternal, and distinct 
from this unperceived (principle), which is not destroyed when 
all entities are destroyed. It is called the unperceived, the 
indestructible; they call it the highest goal." Hence according 
to the Gita there is the supreme transcendent unmanifest 
Reality, and there is the unmanifested nature containing the 
potentials of manifestation. But this latter is not an independent 
power as in the Samkhya philosophy. It is a power of the same 
supreme spirit. It is not an independent real, but a dependent 
power for supreme action in the universe. The very concep­
tion of a spiritually operative agency provides a powerful 
spiritual orientation to history and the cosmos. It is Prakriti 
which holds and provides the foundation for the antagonisms, 
contradictions and alienations of men, and which imparts the 
opportunities for their development and growth by its im~ 
manent vital power. Hence it is clear that the Gita not only 
discusses mysticism and transcendental metaphysics, but it 
provides a meaning to material and vital action by positing a 
spiritual ontology. It is true that the conception of the spirit, 
according to the Gita, is not something logical, conceptual, 
scientific or sociological. It is grounded upon faith ; but it is 
not mere irrational naive faith. The Gita believes that it is a faith 
which can be grounded upon inward spiritual realisation 
produced either by action done in a spirit of dedication, or by 
spiritual gnosis, or by devotion. 

3· PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY IN THE BHAGAVADGITA 

The general normal mentality of man is to accept things 
as they are or appear to be. It is only when there has occurred 
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some great shock pr unexpected change for the worse in human 
or national history that men begin to reflect upon their destiny. 
Arjuna at the time of the beginning of the Mahabharata war 
is stricken with great sorrow and dejection at the prospect of 
a fratricidal holocaust. In the ghastly prospect of the civil war 
he sees the doom of all traditional values and social conventions. 
He is filled with intense inward agony and anguish of the soul 
at the thought that there is ahead of him the grim prospect of 
total social collapse. His recoil is not based upon the spiritual 
rejection of the transient world, but is the despair of a man of 
action who is unable to bear the prospects of the grim social 
and political disaster. This tragic historical context provides 
the scene and setting for some of the deepesc reflections on the 
destiny of man and society. Arjuna's problem is not the quest 
of mystical absorption or supramental transformation. He is 
concerned with social cohesion-a legitimate desire of a fighter 
and political leader, 

It is also clear that what was at stake in the battle was 
power and sovereignty. The parties were not contesting for the 
splendours of the spirit but for political triumph and social 
authority. Hence what was to be decided by the outcome of the 
war was a political issue, and hence the occasion reminds us of 
the fight between the Greeks and the Persians, or of Athens and 
Sparta at the time of the Pcloponnesian war. The political 
scene serves to give a poignant meaning to rhe philosophy of 
history of the Bhagavadgita. 

One of the dominant conceptions of the Gita' s philosophy of 
history is the Avatara theory. Although not easy of credence, 
this theory has to be understood for getting an insight into what 
the Gita has to contribute to the understanding of history. Al­
though th..:. supreme spirit is transcendent from the ultimate 
standpoint, still for the purpose of the establishment of cosmic 
righteousness, the spirit descends into humanity. The Avatara 
is the descent of the divine consciousness into the terrestrial 
manifestation. Whenever some great principle has to bees­
tablished and stabilised in the universal evolutionary progres­
sion there is a descent of divine consciousness. But the Gita 

' 
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stresses not this great cosmic purpose of the Avatara, but its 
social and political purpose. Krishna says that although in his 
supreme essence the absolute spirit is unborn and imperishable, 
nonetheless it becomes embodied in order to fulfil a purpose. 
\..Yhenever there is an ascendancy of the unrighteous and 
unregenerate forces, then the supporters of this crude and evil 
way of life have to be uprooted. This is the negative purpose 
of the Avatara. But it has also a positive purpose. Whenever 
there is a decline of the righteous and noble forces, then God 
incarnates himself for upholding the cause of truth and. good­
ness. The conception that in various ages God incarnates him­
self for the purpose of maintaining the way of truth and good­
ness provides a profound optimism. The philosophy cfhistory 
as enunciated in the Gita is thus a gospel of hope and vitality. 
It does not teach the mere existence of crisis or decline at 
certain periods in history, but it asserts that in and through 
periods of decadence, nihilism, gloom and desperation, the final 
and eventual triumph of the right and the true is certain. The 
relation between the final triumph of justice in the world and 
the existenr.e of the spiritual absolute provides a note of vigor­
ous certainty to the seekers of the noble path. The Avatara is 
the agency who sanctifies the creed and purpose of a God ward 
existence. Hence it is evident that the purpose of the Avatara 
is also sociological in its nature. Just as Arjuna's fears at the 
tirne of the great battle were due to the impending prospects 
of social disaster, so here also Krishna stresses that the uphold­
ing of the social order is one of the dominant factors responsi­
ble for the human embodiment of the divine. Carlyle stressed 
the role of heroes in history. Hegel pointed out the role of the 
"world-historical individuals." The conception of the Ava tara 
and his supreme role in human history implies that the Gita 
does not assert the mere dynamism of autonomous objective 
forces in history. It does not uphold the view that the fight be­
tween the divergent embodiments of diverse forces will propel 
the historical structure by itself. On the other hand it believes. 
that the Ava tara provides the divine element of synthesis amidst 
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the fluent antagonisms of opposed social and historical forces. 
Although the Avatara is a divine being, still this conception is 
in line with those philosophies of history which stress the creative 
and dominant role of the human leader in historical movements. 
Hence it is that the Hindu mind throughout its long career of 
historical vicissitudes has always longed for a divine redeemer at 
the time of crisis. Not the dialectical resolution of the tension of 
opposed forces but the incorporation of the supreme divine 
force into the historical body politic is the only real solution 
according to the traditional Hindu belief. The conception of 
the Avatara is thus responsible for the chiliastic and futuristic 
elements in Hindu sociological thinking. 

This conception of the Avatara is, according to me, inadequ· 
ate for the explanation of human history on two grounds. First, 
it minimises the role of the social and historical objective 
forces. Modern researches and investigations point out that 
only he can become a great man who has the uncommon fore· 
sight to decipher the dominant tendencies of his age and the 
extraordinary capacity to make himself the spokesman of the 
force which, although apparently and temporarily weak, is 
potentially stronger and is oriented to the future. If a man 
fails to take into consideration the forces of his age, he can be an 
idealist, a visionary, a mystic philosopher or an unsuccessful 
revolutionary. At times he may become the prophet and seer 
of a great idea that may become important at a remote day. 
But to become a dynamic maker of the destiny of nations it is 
essential that one should identify oneself with the dominant 
forces of the immediate future. This conception of leadership 
is not glorification of the powers that be, but it only stresses 
that the creative leader of nations has to become the spokesman 
of some great force, otherwise his energies will not bear fruit. 
Napoleon and Lenin became makers of history because they 
were the executive agents of forces which were powerful. All 
the great leaders owe their success to dynamic identification 
with historical forces. Although the Avatara is also supposed to 
work with the aid of his Prakriti, still in its sociological setting 
the notion of Avatara appears to imply the incorporation of an 
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alien and unrelated force in the historical process. But if we 
could say that the terrestrial success ofthe Avatara is due tJ his 
being the spokesman of the· forces of goodness and truth, then 
this view may sound more plausible. The belief that the Avatara 
in his divine omnipotence can do what he likes by working 
miracles may have been acceptable to cruder minds, but for 
the construction of a spiritual philosophy of history it is neces· 
sary to integrate the conception of Avatara with the socio· 
historical stt·ucture. 

The c::mception of Avatara is inadequate in another sense 
also. Empirical investigations of history point out that the histori· 
cal structure is not the creation of any supernormal agent but 
of the collective action of billions of human masses in active and 
dynamic inter-action with the forces of nature. History in other 
Words represents the collective efforts of men to control nature 
and to organise a more satisfied society planned on rational 
lines. For. an insight into history it is necessary to realise that 
behind the so·called decisive events there is the cumulative power 
of human collective agency operating almost with sure and 
deterministic certainty. Hence for the grasp of historical 
dynamics it is not only necessary to apotheosize the great event 
and the great heroic leader, but to stress simultaneously the 
multiple action of a vast number ofhuman beings in complex 
inter·dependence. The great collective hu_nanity is a mighty 
galvanizing force and is supremely significant for the historical 
dynamic. The theory of the Ava tara tends to exalt divine 
omnipotence and neglects the role of human action. If we are 
to construct a spiritual philosophy of history which will be 
comprehensive in its scope, we hav;; t::> acknowledge the signi· 
ficance of cumulative human action along with the force of the 
divine spirit. If we stress only the latter, we may have a mystical 
~ospel but not a spiritual philosophy of history. In other words, 
If human beings have behind them spiritual impulsion and 
themselves are manifestations of the absolute, then a comprehen­
sive spiritual philo3ophy of history mast als.::> accept their­
creative role. 
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Another significant· element in the Gita's philosophy of his­
tory is the conception of Vibhuti. Vibhuti signifies special power 
or great power. ,Whatever in the world is mighty, powerful, full 
of splendour a~d resple~dcnce is a Vibhuti of God. Although 
whatever exists in the world owes its ultimate origination to 

God, still the great and the illustrious and the mighty may 
·be said to manifest the divine power to a greater degree. 
The divine is all and in all, but there arc degrees of divine mani­
festation. The philosophy of the Vibhuti is sociologically signi­
ficant in two ways. First, it simultaneously tends to exalt 
power and virtue. Thus it provides the philosophy of reconcilia­
tion. In human life and history, the clement of power indicated 
by T ejas and Jaya cannot be negated or minimized. Even the 
great Mahabharata war itself was fought under the leadership 
of mighty stalwarts and leaders like Krishna, Bhisma, Drona and 
Arjuna. But according to the Gita mere Tejas and Jaya are 
inadequate. What is needed is their reconciliation with sattva. 
The Gita never prescribes mere efflorescence of the Rajas. Action, 
energy, kinesis and dynamism symbolised by Rajas have always 
to be synthesized with the luminous and virtuous clements. But 
although the conception of the Vibhuti in the thought-system 
of the Gita provides a synthesis of vitality and knowledge, still 
sociologically speaking the clement of vitality gets the more 
ascendant place. In the philosophical systems of India and 
especially in the Yoga system of Patanjali, Vibhuti signifies 
supernormal powers attained by penances and Yogic austerities. 
_He~ce the selection of a concept primarily signifying power to 

Indicate the terrestrial manifestations of God indirectly stresses 
the theory of power as a goal. Moreover, from the sociological 
standpoint, some of the statements in the Vibhuti Yoga chapter 
of the Gita are socially damaging. For example, the statement 
"of cheats, I am the game of dice" docs not have healthY 
social connotations. Furthermore the statements, "I am Rama 

' ·among those t'· ... : wield weapons" and "I am the thunderbolt 
among w~ : ;.,ns" may indirectly prepare the foundations of a 
politics of military oN er. These latter statements, in any way, 
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will justify our interpretation of at least parts of the Bhagavad­
gita as incorporating a philosophy of history. 

Besides the conceptions oftheAvatara and the Vidhuti, the 
notion that most serves to illustrate the philosophy of history in 
the Bhagavadgita is the Visvarupa. The Visvarupa is consider­
ed by many commentators to be a great theophany. It is 
regarded as a mystical deep vision capable of being seen and 
realized by the illuminated eye of the seer and the devotee. 
From our standpoint, the Visvarupa or the cosmic manifestation 
in an embodied shape stresses several coi-tceptions which are 
important for a philosophy of history. First, it emphasizes 
the aspects of gigantic geandeur, supreme majestic fervour and 
magnified lustre. It is a fear-inciting and terror-striking supreme 
sight. The Cosmic Being shows terrific powers, almost colossal 
in their dimensions. This b::!ing has multiple hands, countless 
heads, bellies and feet and big destructive teeth. On all 
accounts it is a huge being. This aspect of the cosmic being 
represents static being. But there is als::> a dyamic aspect ofthe 
being. According to the Gita, all the great heroes and leaders 
are reprcs::!nted as hurling themselves with terrific fury into the 
mouth of the great being. Bhisma, Drona, Karna and all the 
mighty protagonists on the side of the Panda vas themselves were 
rushing into this vast cosmic conflagration. It appears like a 
g-igantic destruction. The Gita says: "And some with their 
heads smashed are seen (to be) stuck in the spaces between the 
teeth. As the many rapid currents of a river's waters run towards 
the sea alone, so do these heroes of a human world enter your 
mouths blazing all around. As butterflies, with increased velo­
city, enter a blazing fire to their destruction, so too do these 
People enter your mouths with increased velocity (only) to their 
destruction. Swallowing all these people, you are licking them 
over and over again from all sides, with your blazing mouths. 
Your fierce spendours, 0 Vishnu : fil1ing the whole universe 
With (their) effulgence, are heating it." Thus we see that the 
cosmic form has both the static and the dynamic aspects. It not 
only provides the abode and habitation for the great gods and 
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the divine beings and celestial figures, but there is also a cease· 
less commotion whereby all the mighty hurl themselves into the 
mouth of this being. In other words, cosmic death, which is 
only a symbolic way of representing the clement of catastrophic 
change and mutation, is the dark gloomy inevitable destiny of 
all. Hence the Gita says that the Godhead is the great force of 
death and destruction. ' 

The Godhead embodied in human form is Kala, the great 
destroyer of the worlds. Kala signifies time, the great creator 
of change and catasirophies. It is the fusion of the past, present 
and future in an eternal stupendous dynamic simultaneity. It 
is eternal duration, but with the potentials of the future already 
actualized in almost a divine relization. Sri Krishna says that 
even without the agency of Arjuna, those mighty heroes and 
fighters were going to die. They in a sense were already killed 
by God. Hence Krishna exhorts Arjuna to get up, fight and 
enjoy the comforts of a great kingdom. A1juna is only the 
agent and the instrument-Nimitta. The Godhead had already 
killed Drona, Bhisma and Jayadratha. Hence there could not 
be any cause of alarm. Further, Krishna promises sure victory 
to Arjuna. It is clear from this account that they who try to 
put a mere mystical or supramental interpretation on the verses 
of the Gita are one-sided. Almost all interpreters agree that 
the Visvarupa is the great climactic stage in the entire Gita. The 
chapter describing the Visvarupa is the most inspired and elevated 
utterance in the entire poem. It is full of seriousness and profun­
dity. This is the great occaseion to deliver the supreme message. 
And the message that is given is that even a great historical and 
national leader like Arjuna is only an agent and a means 
for the realization of the great cosmic purpose. The historical 
reality is gigantic, and in spite of the presence of terrifiic aspects 
it is divinely determined in its inward texture. The concept of 
divine spiritual determinism behind the apparently horrible, 
grim and tragic aspects of the world implies that even the great­
est individual is powerless, too powerless. His greatness lies 
not in vain and egoistic assertion, but in acting in conformity 
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with the revealed dictates of the divine spirit for the furtherance 
of its great and supreme world-design. The notion of Kala 
thus stresses the element of immanent divine teleology in history 
operating \vith inevitable and destructive finality. 

1· SOCIAL IklPLICATIONS OF SPIRITUAL FREED01\f 
The presence of the immanent divine teleology and the insig­

nificance of human egoistic efforts and claims shows the import­
ance of the Karmayoga in the Bhagavadgit<> In the days before 
the Gita was composed, Karma signified ri1ainly ritualistic 
actions. The Gita extends the conception of Karma to compre­
hend all types of action-physical, volitional and mental. When 
there is ~the operation of a divine teleology dictating the executive 
agency of the Prakriti, then the human ego grasping vainly at 
the consequences of action does not have much importance. 
What is necessary is that the human being should not be at-· 
tached to the fruits following from actions. The human being 
has a right only to actions, and not to the consequences there­
of. The Gita says that creative agency belongs to the three 
constituent Gunas of Prakriti. The human soul in its inward 
being is silent and inactive. The reali7 ation of the cosmic 
operativencess of Prakriti O'enerates an attitude of resignation_ 

0 

A rnan becomes non-attached not only to the consequences, but 
also to the actions. Behind the actions he traces not the opera­
tion of the partial and limited ego, but of the Prakriti which 
also is a power of God. The human agent therefore refuses to­

~e engrossed in actions. He thinks that he is only one factor 
111 the consummation of Karma. The situational environment 
as Well as the means and the instruments chosen are not of his 
~reation. He can only to a limited extent make some changes. 
In the allocation of means and ends. Behind all actions and reac­
tions there is the supreme inscrutable force of "Daiva"-the 
unknown cosmic and supracosmic destiny. I think that to the 
ext f · · ent that the Gita stresses the performance o actiOn m a 
Spirit of disinterestedness surrender to God and for the sake of 
the b ' · 1 • I . . enefit of the world, its gospel is of supreme soc1o og1ca 
Sigmficance. The great social, political and religious leaders 
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were all selfless. Those whose visions are warped by petty pas· 
sions consume their energies in fruitless work. Only those 
people who consecrate all their energies on great actions cal· 
culated to enhance the good of the world arc able to conserve 
their power and do some great work. Hence in the Indian 
philosophical and ethical discipline great stress has always been 
laid on purification, discipline, concentration of energy and on an 
all-governing faith in the power of the supreme which will 
guarantee sure and certain victory to the virtuous. According to 
the Gita, the purification of the will, emotions, affections and 
sensibilities is necessary. If the passions arc let loose they bring 
hav JC. Hence it is extremely essential that there should be a 
rational governaryce of the unregenerate clements of man's life. 
But unlike Kant, the Gita does not teach merely rational uni· 
vcrsalization of moral conduct. Reason alone cannot provide 
the universalized categorical imperative. Even reason can be 
affected by passions. Hence the only necessary antidote to the 
influence of sensibilities and affections is the power of the 
spirit. The Gita inculcates the supremacy of the spirit. If 
spiritual powers are acquired, then the mechanism of nature and 
t~e powers of the sensibilities and passions Jose their operative 
VIgor. If reliance is placed merely on the egoistic freedom of 
th_e will, there is the danger that the lower nature of man may 
Shll assert itself. Hence freedom is chimerical unless it is 
grounded upon the spiritual self. If the powers of the spirit 
are acquired, then only can the human soul become genuinely 
transformed and transfigured. Then it can become the real 
actor, not swayed and dismaye 1 by the actions and affections 
of the three gunas. Its intellect then becames stabilized. The 
Karmayogin becom~s almost divine, and he transcends the 
canons and criteria of conventional morality. But this trans· 
cendence does not amount to a capacity and freedom to trample 
upon the good and the noble as ordinarily conceived. It does 
not mean a transgression of the Christian litany of virtues, as was 
the case with world-historical individuals like Caesar, Frederick 
and Napo~eon. It does not mean a Dionysian transvaluation 
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of values in the sense of the assertion of Antichrist and a 
gigantic will-to-power. But it signifies the utter consummation 
of the good. It means ascent to those heights wherefrom it is 
not possible to do evil. Going beyond good and evil does not 
mean the vulgar liberty to e~gage in evil. If anybody thus 
interprets the Gita in a grossly sensualistic and vulgar hedonis­
tic sense he fails to grasp the immensity and profundity of the 
Vedantic teachings. The man of realization of the Gita who 
has faith in the creative powers of the spirit is acting not in 
obedience to conventional criteria, but out of the fullness of the 
spiritual being. It is true that some of the sayings and utter­
ances of the Upanishads and the Gita stress that the man of 
supreme gnosis is beyond the reach of evil even if he were to do 
some actions which may seem to contradict the canons of or­
dinary morality. Some of the Indian ascetic writers also tend 
to stress this standpoint in order to indicate their superiority to 
the ethics of the populace. But this type of attitude can be 
justified only from a metaphorical standpoint. A spiritual 
metaphysics can never sanction crudeness, vulgarity and the 
trampling of good. Hence when the: Gita says that if a person, 

Who has conquered the ego-sense and whose intellect is com­
pletely unattached, were even to kill the three worlds he would 
not be stained, it is not sanctioning l\1achiavellism. For killing 
the three worlds without suffering the contamination of sin, it is 
imperative to become totally unattached. But it is not easy to 
become unattached and disinterested. 

Hence it is clear that in the Gita's philosophy of history, 
supremacy belongs not to the freedom of the egoistic limited 
Will, but to the spiritual will which acts in conformity with the 
will of the supreme spirit. Therefore the Gita preaches that the 
human will in its present shape is insignificant and controlled 
by the necessitarian march of nature, but if it becomes united 
with the divine force then it can enjoy the power, the 
vitality, the plenitude, the resplendence, etc. of the divine. 

5· THE SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY OF THE 
BHAGAVADGITA 

A problem, important from the standpoint of a philosophy 
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of history, is the connection between spiritual gnosis and the 
structure of society. The Gita never advocates complete re­
nunciation of action. Such renunciation is neither possible 
nor desirable. The cosmos is a great sacrifice, designed by the 
supreme God, and he is imm::nsely interested in its preservation 
and in the victory of truth and goodness. Hence the embodi­
ed Godhead himself performs actions for the enhancement of 
th~ good of all living beings of the world. For the sake of re­
ahzation, and even after God-realization, the Gita enjoins that 
people should perform the duties pertaining to their station in 
life. Krishna says that the four-fold order of society has been 
created by God in consonance with the criteria of qualities,. 
action and nature. Towards the end of the book there is a list 
of the various psychologicial propensities and social actions. 
that fall to the share of the Brahmins, the K.shatriyas, the 
Vaisyas and the Sudras. If these actions arc performed in 
a spirit of concentration, dedication and surrender, then they 
lead to the dawn of p::rfection. Two questions pertaining to· 
the philosophy of history are important here. First, the four-
fold social d · · · J' · f · · b . or er wrth all ItS tmp Icatrons o supenonty, su • 
ordrnation, social distance, and the hereditary conferring of 
status on I . . . . h d d . peop e appears mrquitwus to t e mo ern emocra-
tlc and equalitarian consciousness. It is true that the Gita is 
not a g..>spel teaching socialism and democracy. The attempt 
:o ~nd the germs of modern enlightened and progressive ideo­
.,.01gres in the ancient scriptures is methodologically defective. 
" oreove . f" r, It suffers from a queer notion of th:! acceptance o 
the super' . f 1' d . f . ronty o the present m::nta tty an Its canons o actions 
and beh · · d avrour. Why should the roots of natural rrght an 
eco!lomic liberty b:: traced in the Rigveda or the Old T~sta­
me_n: or Plato's Republic ? Thos:: books tried to solve the social,. 
~ohtr:al and economic problem<; of a different epoch. Our 
srtuatton is diff.!rent, and any attempt to incorporate bodily the 
great classics and scriptures, in the contemporary world, can 
only lead to lamentable disaster. We can only obtain inspira­
tion from their eternal and supremely important principles. The 
Gita also should be approached in this light, and we can thus 
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sec that some of its fundamental insights are still valid today. 
With regard to the fourfold social order, it is only fair to s;y 
that the Gita never sanctions the iniquities associated with 
the caste system in the era of its stagnation and deca­
dence. Compared with the notions of those days when 
the book was written, it breathes a liberal spirit to the extent 
that it sanctions the possibility of divine realization by all, even 
by the people of the humblest birth and by people following 
the meanest occupations, provided they are of a pure and hum­
ble spirit. The main purpose of the Gita is not to teach social 
conservatism and reaction, but to inculcate nobility of action 
and righteousness of intention. It is utterly incorrect to de­
nounce the Gita as the theoretical supporter of a degenerated 
feudal order. It was not composed in the interests of the 
Brahmin class. There is plausibility in the statement of the Gita 
that the Brahmins should concentrate on spiritual work, the 
K.shatriyas on military and political activity, the Vaisyas on 
activities of production, and the Sudras on service. This 
system has several merits. It minimises hectic competition in 
the struggle for life. It provides a separation between political 
power of the Kshatriyas and economic power of the Vaisyas­
a principle also stressed by Plato in his Republic. But it also 
raises other issues, for example, the criteria as to the placement 
of different individuals in the respective social orders. Plato 
referred to the conception of transposition of ranks, but the 
practical operation of even this principle is difficult. We may 
repudiate the idea as preached in the Gita that the fourfold 
social order has been created by God, as a theological statement 
not of much consequence, but we are sure that any future 
programme of socio-economic organization will have to avoid 
the unification and concentration of the sources of power. At 
a time when the intellectuals of the world are giving up their 
traditions of liberty and independence for the sake of security, 
it is deeply gratifying to find that the Gita in its ideal of the 
Brahmin and the yogi places before us a conception of intellec­
tual and moral enhancement which will not yield to worldly 
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power and wealth. The superiority of the Brahmain as to the 
fears and temptations of the world is one of the noblest of ideals, 
and in this sense Socrates, Bruno and Galileo, Newton and Kant, 
were also Brahmins. 

But there is a further problem of ethics and sociology in the 
Gita's philosophy of the fourfold social order. The Gita teaches 
the supremacy of Svadltarma and Svabltava. It says that one's 
own duties should be always performed, constantly and disin­
terestedly. A man should not try to create social confusion by 
changing the scheme of his duties. The problem is-do the 
schemes of duties of the four Varnas exhaust the content of 
Svabhava? Some interpreters think that the principal purpose 
·of the Gita is not to teach the efficacy and supremacy of the 
specific fourfold social order, but that its main principle is that 
action should be chosen with reference to Svabhava. I feel that 
the Gita is not a text-book on social organization, but its main 
concern is to teach a fundamental philosophy of the cosmos 
and a broad spiritual conception of human history. It does 
not elaborate on the theme of the criteria of the selection 
of specific actions and duties. But still it stresses that in 
matters of the specification of social action the authoritative 
s.criptures should be followed. It is possible to construct a 
hst of duties of different social orders, which may vary from the 
list provided by the Gita as given in the eighteenth chapter. 
':"e can also visualize tl;te possibility of the independent opera­
tion of the conception of Svabhava, and thus postulate the con· 
ception of psychological-rational action as different from the 
limited conception of social duties prescribed by the Gita or the 
~uthoritative Smritis. But this alternation of the theme of 
psychological-rational action is not sanctioned by the text of the 
Gita. From a textual study ofthe eighteenth chapter it follows 
that the specification of the duties of the four Varnas has been 
done with reference to the concept of Svabhava. 

Hence from the standpoint of the text it is definite that the 
Gita does not visualize any alternative scheme of Svadharma 
beyond the duties of the four Varnas. The latter in its con­
ception is supremely important. It does not accept any 
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fundamental natural law, over and against the Varna duties. 
The latter to it are final and utterly obligatory. 

6. THE GIT A AND INDIAN NATIONALISM 

Most historians are now agreed that the Gi ta was written 
round about the period from the fifth to the third century B. C. 
Ancient Indian tradition would ascribe a more remote begin­
ning to it. Since the book was written, it has continued to in­
fluence the lives of people and the thought of mystics and in­
tellectuals. In modern India the Gita has been interpreted as 
a Bible of Indian nationalism. The social and political im­
plications of the book have been stressed by Bankima Chandra, 
Vivekimanda, Lala Lajpat Rai, Lokamanya Tilak and Mahatma 
Gandhi. Although in his writings as a Yogi, Sri Aurobindo in­
terprets the Gita as a luminous spiritual synthesis of Karma­
yoga,_Jiianayoga and Bhaktiyoga-the essence, core and supreme 
teaching of the Bhagavadgita being the devotional surrender of 
~an into the hands of the divine and the total conversion of 
the human agent into the voluntary ag.:!nt for the execution of 
the divine will and action,-still in his career as a teacher, 
prophet and leader of Indian nationalism, he interpreted the 
Gita as a gospel of selfless action which sanctions even violence 
and battle for a righteous cause. The fact that the Gita could 
serve as the solace to thousands of workers in the cause of the 
nation and could spur them to the path of selfless action testi­
fies to the inner vitality of this great book. It provided the 
spiritual strength to thousands in bearing calmly and stoically 
their sufferings. Modern Indian nationalism has been nurtur­
ed not only by the teachings of Burke, l\1azzini and Mill and 
the gospels of the American and French Revolutions, but also 
to a very great extent by the teaching of Niskama Karmayoga 
as inculcated in the Gita. To a prostrate and defeated nation 
the Gita appeared as the gospel of vitality, strength and power. 
It helped to increase the capacity to endure deep anguish and 
profound sorrow. It is interesting to note that some Indian 
martyrs went to the gallows uttering the famous Slokas in the 
second chapter of the Gita which preach the imperishable 
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character of the human Atman. Thus the Vedantic meta­
physics of ~he immortality of the Atman was used in modern 
India to support the theory and practice of political resistance 
against an alien civilization and imperialistic power. The Gita 
teaches that without any hesitation one should stick fast to his 
duties. In the fight against British imperialism the scales were 
not equal. Hence the Gila-teaching alone could goad the Indian 
people to heroic efforts and sustain them in the face of misery, 
starvation and persecution. The Gita provided solace to 
Lokamanya Tilak in his terrible privations. In the Mandalay 
Jail where he was undergoing incarceration for six years he 
Wrote the monumental commentary on the Gita which is at the 
same time a critical work on Hindu ethics. Mahatma Gandhi 
was a great devotee of the Gita. He regarded his constructive 
programme of the uplift of the Indian masses as a part of 
Yajna. He made his life a supreme dedication to the cause 
of the emancipation of India. He thought that what he was 
doing was only for Lokasamgraha. Gandhi stressed the notion 
of service. Although not explicit in the Gita, it is possible to 
extend the conceptions of Yajna, Dana and Tapas to include 
social altruism and social service. The stress on social 
service is not indicative necessarily of the influence of Christia-. ' ' 
n~ty on modern Indian thought. Buddhist monks were cham· 
pions of human love, and according to the edicts of Asoka it is 
clear that Buddhism was the first gospel in the world to preach 
and practise medical relief not only for human beings but also 
for animals. The Gita stresses the good of all human beings. 
It also teaches compassion as a cardinal moral attribute. It is 
certainly true that the conceptions of altruism and active love 
can be derived from the Gita. The dominant tendency of the 
Gita is to teach moral and spiritual enlightenment and illurni· 
nation. But we can also stress the conception of active love 
implicitly contained in the concepts of Sarvabhutahita and 
'Bhutesu Daya'. Hence we feel that Schweitzer is exaggera­
ting the world-and-life-negation trend in the Gita when he says: 
"But Hinduism in the Bhagavadgita does not yet take the actual 
step of demanding ethical deeds. Love to God is for it an end 
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in itself. Hinduism does not make love to God find expres­
sion in love to mankind. Because it fails to reach the idea of" 
active love, the ethic of the Bhagavadgita is like a smoky fire: 
from which no flames flare upward. One must ever bear in· 
n1ind, that in the Bhagavadgita there is no question of Love."l 
1.\tfodern Indian thinkers and leaders have shown in their 
writings as well as in their conduct that it is possible to deduce 
sentiments of human love and active compassion from the Gita. 
Furthermore, when the Gita says that the Brahmin, the Chan­
dala, the elephant and the dog are to be looked on with the eye 
of equality by the man of knowledge, it is preaching not only 
a sentiment of reverence for human life but also for the inferior 
creatures. In modern Indian thought, these social, political 
and ethical implications of the Bhagavadgita have been greatly 
emphasized. 

7. CRITIQUE AND CONCLUSION 

The fact that in medieval India, Vedantic mystics and 
teachers stressed the significance of the teachings of the Gita 
and the fact that in modern India the Gita has almost been the 
Bible of Indian nationalism are undying testimonies to the 
vitality of the thought of this book. The very fact that it has. 
such a persistent appeal shows that there is something in it 
which is profoundly moving and deeply significant. It is only 
natural that a great scripture should be interpreted and reinter­
preted in different ages. Thus the supreme spiritual essence, as 
distinguished from statements which have only a temporary 
significance and were relevant only for the then contemporary 
humanity and age, becomes stressed and emphasized. Since the 
European Renaissance, there has been a decline of the theocent­
ric approach to things. Science has tended to substitute for 
God some impersonal force or man. Auguste Comte was the 
prophet of scientific positivism and sociology. He felt that once 
common education was established under the direction of a 

1 • Albert Schweitzer, Indian Thought and Its Development, (New York, 

Henry Holt & Co., 1936 ), P· 193· 
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spiritual power, the tyranny of the capitalist class could be defi· 
nitely minimized. He stressed the growth of a new social 
morality as an antidote to modern industrialism. According to 
Comte, "Our ultimate state will exhibit a classification of s~ 
ciety more distinct than any we know in all sides of human life. 
From High Priest of Humanity, down to the humblest labourer, 
society will show the same principle at work distributing rank : 
Generality of view decreasing as independence of life increases." 
But the verdict of time has been that the positivistic conception 
of social salvation to be attained by the sociologists who are to 
be the high priests of this new society has not borne much fruit. 
The great danger of the present time is the debasement of the 
human being. Man should not be treated as a mere means, but 
as the bearer of moral values and the giver of spiritual law 
for himself. The present perversions of democracy, socialism 
and communism point out that mere objective rationalization is 
inadequate. What we need to-day is a new 1orm of divine 
humanism. Man has forgotten his spiritual nature. The 
values of the human spirit have to be redeemed. The Gita says 
that it is Sraddha (faith) that constitutes the essence of a man. 
Hence it is essential that the values which we cherish should be 
rooted in our being and personality. Unless we can dis· 
criminate between the good and the bad we cannot proceed in 
the right direction. It is the first imperative of noble action 
that we should have a harmonious, integrated and [right·pro· 
mating system of values. The Gita preaches a gospel of dyna· 
mic vitality. But behind this dynamic vitality there should 
be the spiritual fervour provided by Sraddha in a system of moral 
and character-building values. 

From an empirical and sociological standpoint, however, 
there are certain weak elements in the Gita's philosophy of 
history. The Gita preaches the inactivity and the impersonality 
of the true Self of man. It teaches both natural and spiritual 
determination. It accepts the Samkhya conception of th:e 
Prakriti as the executive power, the Purusha being only a 
luminous witness-self. Since the Prakriti, however, is in its 
foundations only the power of the Godhead, this naturalistic 
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determinism is not opposed to the all-pervading conception of 
spiritual determinism. But a rigorous conception of deter­
Ininism,-whether the determinism be of nature or of spiritual 
forces,-tends to undermine vigorous action on which the Gita 
is so insistent. The conception of the impersonality of the 
human self or the notion that the human being is only an 
instrument in the hands of God is ultimately a gospel which· 
may enervate the human agent and may degenerate into a cult 
of fatalism. In other words, the Gita has not been able to 
reconcile the notion of natural and spiritual determinism and 
the conception of vigorous action which it inculcates for 
Atjuna. What is needed is a more comprehensive frame­
work which will stress not merely determinism but also­
the creative autonomy of collective efforts in building the migh~y 
edifice of human culture and civilization. I feel that the Gita 
does not stress the role of the creative human subject in the 
historical context. The medieval Indian commentators have· 
been busy torturing the text to yield the particular meaning 
which would exalt their own cult, and they have been unmindful 
of the historical, political and sociolo.sical implications and 
significance of this scripture. Any great scripture which is to be 
meant for the people and not only for the inspired mystic does,. 
and should, contain sociological and historical teachings and 
ideas. The Christian Bible has been interpreted and reinter­
preted as a social philosophy, and there is no reason why the 
Bhagavadgita should not be analysed as a philosophy of history 
and its inadequacies in that field pointed out. The Gita tends. 
to exaggerate the concept of divine determinism. In its quest 
for exalting the great power of God it tends to play loosely with 
the law of contradiction. When it uses such phrases as 'both 
fame and ignominy proceed from me,' it prepares the foundations. 
of fatalism and for the development of an ethic which is not mind­
ful of the supreme importance of human action for indvidual life 
and historical movement. At times, the tone of the Gita becomes 
too dogmatic. It repeatedly stresses that this teaching should 
not be imparted to those who are jealous of or speak iii of. 
Krishna. It says that only the people deficient in intellect 
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disregard Krishna. Even for those who accept a spiritual 
interpretation of history, this kind of dogmatic doctrine of 
make-believe sounds rather jarring. The otherwise very serious 
and earnest tone of the book is impaired in this way. 

Another weakness in the Gita's philosophy of history is the 
absence of a theory of well-worked out universal natural 
law which could be binding on all human beings. In other 
words, there is no definite and explicated notion of Siidharall 
Dharma as distinct from the Svadharma of the four Varnas. It 
is true that in its conception of the StlzitajJrajiia, the Bhakta, the 
Tr~gunatita and the rogi, there are references to profound moral 
conceptions, but most of the attributes refer to internal purifi­
<:ation and reflective abstraction, and arc not directly relevant 
to social and historical action. The Gita docs not prescribe 
'Specifically a criterion for the resolution of a conflict if some 
of these moral conceptions were to involve a contradiction of 
the duties of the specific castes. It is possible that in the case 
<>fa Vaishya Bhakta, the demands of the price mechanism 
may come into conflict with his duties as a devotee of God. 
To succeed in business he may have to accept one type of 
economic ethics, but this may conflict with the norms of 
spirtual life as expounded in the scripture. What arc to be 
the decisive criteria of choice if the Brahmin Bhakta or 
Sthitaprajiia has to choose between the compulsive demands of 
national patriotism and the inexorable canon of Alzirhsii ? But 
from its general tone and the environmental and historical 
context wherein the teaching of the Gita is placed, it almost 
seems definite that in any situation involving a conflict the 
Gita would sanction the superior obligatory character of the 
caste duties. A further difficulty is involved here. If accord­
ing to the Gita the duties of the Varnas, regulated according to 
qualities, action and natural endowments, are of the utmost 
significance, and if according to this scheme it is the ~uty of 
the Kshatriya to lord it over all ( Isvarabhava), it is not clear 
ai to why the propensity to seek power is condemned as suited 
to those who are of Asuric dispositions and who are fated for hell. 

A similar objection can also be raised about the duties of 
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the Vaisyas. If according to the eighteenth chapter, devotion 
to economic pursuits is the duty dictated by the suabhaua of a 
Vaisya, there is no reason to condemn the acquisition of wealth 
as the Gita does in the sixteenth chapter. If acquisition of 
wealth is condemnable and is to be regarded as something 
fitted for the Asuras, it is tantamount to saying that whoso­
ever is engaged in pecuniary pursuits is engaging himself in 
unspiritual work. Hence either exception has to be made for 
the wealth-begetting pursuits of the Vaisyas, or the contradic­
tion involved in the simultaneous presence of these two state­
ments in the same book has to be resolved, by suppressing one 
of the statements. 

From the sociological and historical standpoint some 
further weaknesses may be pointed out. But these criticisms 
do not negate the otherwise profound assertions of a spiritual 
philosophy of history contained in this book. Just as St. 
Augustine, Dante, Bossuet and Hegel tried to expand, reinter­
pret and modify some of the insights of the Bible concernir.g 
a spiritual philosophy of history, so also it is possible to 
construct a comprehensive philosophy of history on the basis 
of the great and profound lessons of this noble and sublime 
work.l The construction of such a spiritual philosophy of 
history is one of the several ways in which the vitality of its 
message may be brought to the surface and made to influence 
social and political decisions and so the destiny of nations. 

1 . v. P, Varma. Autumn Introduction to a New Philosophy of History, 
The Vist·ahorati Quarter?J, Autumn 1956. 
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SOME OPINIONS 

1. "Dr. Varma is one of the few Indian scholars who have 
drunk deep of the modern western lore but have not given up 
the traditional Indian outlook on life." 

PRABUDDHA BHARATA, 

August 1956 

2. " ... of unusually high caliber .... Mr. Varma showed a 
particularly strong philosophical bent especially in the field of 
political philosophy." 

R. M. MAcivER 
Columbia University 

3· "His doctor's dissertation will contribute considerabl)' 
towards a better understanding of Hindu Political Thought by 
western scholars. He has been an excellent interpreter of 
Indian thought to western people." 

LEO STRAUSS 

University of Chicago 

4· " ... rare intellectual idealism ... He has already mas· 
tered the important ancient texts in the original, ... a very great 
scholar who can shed lustre on Bihar., 

D. M. DATTA 

Visiting Professor of Plzilosoplzy 
Wisconsin & Minnesota Universities 

5· " ... I have been impressed with the breadth of his 
learning, the searching qualities of his mind ... Without doubt 
scholarship in the field of Indian philosophy and politics should 
benefit greatly by the product of his endeavours." 

DAVID EASTON 

University of Chicago 

6. "It is a chief merit of Dr~ Varma's book that it ... 
pursues the subject matter in a spirit of scientific enquiry free 
from propensities of national or cultural pride ... Dr. Varma 
has written a scholarly book on an important subject. The 



(ii) 

diligence and minuteness with which he has treated his subject 
arc commendablc ... Dr. Varma's work has all the earmarks of 
sound scholarship." 

THE AMERICAN PoLITICAL SCIENCE REVIEW 

(December 1 956) 
7· ''Dr. Varma is indeed worthly of this tradition (of 

B. K. Sarkar, U. N. Ghoshal, D. R. Bhandarkar) ... Because 
of its balance, its informed analytical treatment, and its avoid­
ance of a specious Western terminology, this work constitutes a 
scholarly and stimulating contribution to the critical literature 
of Indian Political Theory." 

PHILOSOPHY EAST AND WEST 

(January 1956) 

8. "This book. ..... is a valuable contribution to the exiting 
literature on Ancient Indian Polity. The author has a good 
command over Sanskrit and could thus evaluate the original 
texts himself ; and he is a close student of the political philo­
sophers in the West. As a consequence, he has given us a com· 
parative study of Hindu Political Thought. The book shows­
an admirable analytical and critical power, and the constant 
comparisons which he has made with the developments in the 
West will enable the western student to understand better the 
d~vclopment of political thought in this country." 

THE ] ouRNAL oF BIHAR RESEARCH SoCIETY 

(June 1956) 

g. " ... keen ana{ysis ... fully elaborated the views of the 
author of the Gita ... as well as of some philosophical schools es­
pecially of the system of Samkhya ... a very clear view of the 
origin of kingship ... state sovereignty and the rights of the 
people and has discussed them in a master{!' way in relation to 
the ancient political thought ... his keen penetration of the topic 
is certainly an object of admiration ... the book ha~ undoubtedly 
supplied a 'desideration' of the day and needs to be carefully 
read by everybody interested in political science." 

THE INDIAN JouRNAL OF PoLITICAL SCIENCE 

(June 1955) 



(iii) 

10. " ... searching analysis of concepts ... the author has 
fulfilled in a commendable measure his aim of subjecting the former 
pseudo-modernistic methodology to a scientiflc criticism and has 
provided a necessary corrective to sentimental and ill-balanced 
assessments." 

jOURNAL OF INDIA:>~ HISTORY 

(April J 955) 

I I. '' ... every page of this book abounds 111 brilliant 
statements and expositions ... This is a book which deserves 
careful and detailed study." 

PRABUDDHA BI-IARATA 

(November 1957) 

12. "This book makes a valuable contribution by its great 
worth and richness of thought .. .it contains orighwl research and 
study and throws fresh light on the metaphysical foundations of 
political ideas and theories ... The author brings to bear on 

[these] controversies a deejJ study of ancient literature and has 
formed definite conclusions ... The book has to be read in the 

original.. .. The book is of great value and we recommend it to 
all to study and digest." 

THE ~1AHRATTA 

( Ar~s:ust r9ss) 

13. " ... very fine work ... has caught the tree spirit and 
meaning of Hindu political theory". 

D. I\1ACKE::-:ZEL BRoWN 
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