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Sources of Ancient Indian Tradition

Indigenous sources of ancient Indian history and traditions are scattered in the Vedas, Puranas (texts of Indian mythology), the Epics (Rāmāyana and Mahābhārata), the Dharmaśāstras, Arthaśāstra of Kauṭilya (no other Arthaśāstra has yet been discovered), and Buddhist and Jain texts. The excavations and rock inscriptions are other sources of information. However, so far as chronological history (as we generally mean by the term ‘history’) is concerned ancient Indian texts hardly provide any coherent idea. It appears that the ancient Indian authors were concerned more with delineating teachings and guidelines for both mundane life and spiritual life than writing chronological history. So, anyone interested in having a coherent idea about ancient Indian history is to look into the writings of foreign authors.

Greek authors like Scylax, Hecataeus, Herodotus, Ctesias, Photius, Nearchus, Strabo, Onesicritus, Diogenes, Kleitarchus, and Megasthenes (fragments of his Indika survive in the works of Strabo, Arrian and Diodorus) provide valuable information about ancient Indian history and traditions.

“Christian Topography” of Cosmas, writings of Pliny, of various Chinese authors and the treatise “Periplus of the Erythraean Sea” by an unknown Greek sailor contain much important information on ancient India (McCrindle, 1896, 1901; Cosmas; Megasthenes; Periplus; Strabo). But it is very difficult to piece together the fragments of information obtained from diverse sources and construct a coherent history of ancient Indian tradition.

However, if our interest concerns primarily with guidelines for real life activities as well as spiritual activities, keeping aside chronological history and looking into knowledge (both theoretical and practical) with no temporal significance, ancient Indian texts are vast oceans of enlightenment. In our study we are interested only in the real world activities and not the spiritual aspects as delineated in ancient Indian literature. So, let us look into the real life activities the most important of which are economics and politics. All mundane activities of human living are dependent on activities related to these two vital disciplines.  .

The detailed account of ancient Indian Political and Economic ideas are to be found in the four Vedas (Ṛgveda, Sāmveda, Yājurveda and Atharvaveda), various Upaniṣadas, the six Vedic philosophies (Vedānta of Bādarāyana, Nyāya of Gautama, Mῑmāṃsa of Jaiminῑ, Yoga of Pātanjali, Sāṃkha of Kapila and Vaiśeśika of Kaṇāda), the two great epics (Rāmāyana and Mahābhārata), Smṛtis or Dharmaśāstras, Arthaśāstra of Kauṭilya, various Buddhist and Jain texts.

It is, however very difficult to specify the ages of the above-mentioned śāstras. In this regard there is considerable difference between the opinions of the Indian scholars and that of the Western scholars. On the basis of a class of historians, especially the Western school, it may be presumed that almost all of the ancient Indian śāstra literature (at least their original versions, which were re-written several times later on) had been composed in between 1000 B.C. and 200 B.C. But the historians with Indian world outlook hold that they are of much earlier origin, although they admit that they were re-written several times according to the needs of changing time and objective conditions of the country.

Genesis of Śāstra Literature

There were gigantic all-round intellectual efforts by a number of exceptionally competent post-Vedic Brāhmaṇa scholars who endeavoured to touch upon all conceivable aspects of human living in this mundane world and beyond, and to elaborate and analyze them in terms of Vedic world outlook. These efforts resulted in the accumulation of a vast body of knowledge. Out of these sources, all branches of śāstras and philosophies evolved and flourished in course of time. Chapter-59, Verses 29-74 of the Śāntiparvam of the Mahābhārata mentions the original source in the following mythical anecdote:

To start with, men were pious although they did not have any king or the rod of punishment. But in course of time they were afflicted with greed and other vices. This perturbed the gods who appealed to the creator, Brahmadeva, for devising some means to bring men back to the path of virtue. In response, the creator wrote a comprehensive manual with 100,000 chapters for man’s guidance.

The book dealt with all aspects of human living, e.g. the trivarga of dharma, artha and kāma, and emphasized four distinct subjects of studies, viz., trayi (Vedic triad), ānvῑkṣikῑ (rational philosophy), vārtā (economics) and daṇḍanῑti (law of punishment or coercion). This all comprehensive bulky book of Brahmadeva (the creator) was abridged by Śāṁkara into the Vaiśālākṣa śāstra with 10,000 chapters. Still, the book being too bulky and unmanageable by human beings with a short span of life, other gods and sages abridged the book with a view to facilitating human comprehension.

To quote:

“In view, however, of the gradual decrease of the period of life of human beings, the divine Śiva abridged that science of grave import compiled by Brahman1. The abridgment, called Vaiśālākṣa, consisting of ten thousand lessons, was then received by Indra devoted to Brahman and endued with great ascetic merit. The divine Indra also abridged it into a treatise consisting of five thousand lessons and called it Vāhudantaka. Afterwards the puissant Vṛhaspati, by his intelligence, further abridged the work into a treatise consisting of three thousand lessons and called it Vārhaspatya. Next, that preceptor of Yoga, of great celebrity, viz., Kavi of immeasurable wisdom, reduced it further into a work of a thousand lessons. In view of the period of men's lives and the general decrease (of everything), great Ṛṣis did thus, for benefiting the world, abridge that science.” (Ganguly, Kisari Mohan, 1991, book-12, chapter-59, ślokas-68-73)

According to ancient Indian belief, all the śāstras embracing various aspects of human life had their sources in this magnum opus composed by the creator.

From the above description of the origin of knowledge on all conceivable aspects of human living we may make, without loss of the essence, the following observation. The śāstras of ancient India were the outcome of the gigantic all-round intellectual efforts by a number of exceptionally competent post-Vedic Brāhmaṇa scholars who endeavoured to touch upon all conceivable aspects of human living in this mundane world and beyond.

These efforts resulted in the accumulation of a vast body of knowledge on the basis of which the ancient Indian śāstras covering various fields originated and grew in number and volume in course of time.

In this volume we are going to take up the basic aspects of political economy which embraces primarily principles pertaining to the sciences of economics, politics and war. 

1. The word ‘Brahman’ should not be confused with ‘Brāhmaṇa’ which is the highest caste in Indian caste hierarchy and the former refers to the creator.

The three major texts we select for our study are the great epic Mahābhārata, Arthaśāstra of Kauṭilya and Dharmaśāstra of Manu, popularly known as Manusmṛti or Mānava Dharmaśāstra. The reason for taking up these texts is that among most of the ancient Indian texts, the concepts pertaining to political economy are most elaborate and comprehensive in these texts. In fact study of these texts endows us with the most coherent idea about the political economy of ancient India.

Before going into the detailed guidelines of politics and economics as embedded in these texts let us have a glimpse of the three texts under study, viz., Mahābhārata, Arthaśāstra of Kauṭilya and Manusmṛti.

Mahābhārata

The great Indian Epic Mahābhārata was composed, according to ancient Indian texts, by the great sage and scholar Vyasadeva. The epic touches upon all aspects of human life, the complexities of human relations embracing all the conceivable strata of the society, the multifarious dimensions of clashes and contradictions and intricacies of the economic and political issues, the objectives and modus operandi of a welfare oriented state ensuring growth, equity and justice – in a nutshell, the essence of human knowledge embedded in all the ancient Indian texts on religion, laws, statecraft, economics and extra-mundane philosophy.

In Śanti Parva (Book-12) of the epic, most of the knowledge on statecraft, economics and moral philosophy are disseminated to the King Yudhisthira by his paternal grandfather (uncle of his father) Bhῑṣma lying on deathbed of the arrows of Arjuna (younger brother of Yudhisthira)2.

2. In the great war of Mahābhārata between the cousins (Kauravas & Pandavas), the Pandava brother Arjuna defeated Bhῑṣma, the half-brother of Vichitravirya, the common grandfather of the Pandavas and the Kauravas and pierced his body with thousands of arrows. Because of divine ordain, Bhῑṣma was to die only after six months, lying on the bed of arrows. Considering the overwhelming wisdom of Bhῑṣma, Lord Krishna advised the Pandava eldest brother Yudhisthira to approach Bhῑṣma in order to enlighten him on statecraft, economics and other matters necessary for an ideal ruler. Thereafter Yudhisthira approached Bhῑṣma who gladly enlightened Yudhisthira with a lengthy discourse on all conceivable aspects necessary for a  king to rule a kingdom perfectly.

About the origin of the vast body of knowledge, Bhῑṣma states that in the Kṛta age3 people were righteous and honest. But soon greed, lust and other vices corrupted human society and it was at the point of losing all moral and ethical teachings learnt in course of millennia. The great thinkers and the gods approached the creator praying for the way out and in response the creator wrote a book containing hundred thousand chapters for salvation of human society.

Thereafter Bhῑṣma provides guidelines to Yudhisthira on various aspects of politics, economics, religious norms, ethics, war strategies etc. In our book we would concentrate mainly on economic and political ideas that came up in course of discourse between Bhῑṣma and Yudhisthira.

Arthaśāstra of Kauṭilya

The Arthaśāstras are mainly concerned with the science of statecraft. But political concepts in Arthaśāstras are inextricably associated with economic, social and all other aspects of human living. In course of discussing various topics Kauṭilya mentions the names of several Arthaśāstra authors preceding him, like Āmbhi, Bāhudantiputra, Bharadvāja, Bṛhaspati, Dῑrgha Chārāyaṇa, Ghotakamukha, Kaniñka Bharadvāja, Kātyāyana, Kauṇapadanta, Manu, Kiñjalka, Parāśara, Piśuna, Piśuna’s Son, Uśānasa, Vātavyādhi, Viśālākṣa, Vṛhaspati. He at first mentions the views of one or more of the earlier Arthaśāstra authors and thereafter tries to establish the superiority of his own view on the topic under consideration. From this it becomes clear that Kauṭilya was well versed with the works of his predecessors in the arena of Arthaśāstra.  (Chunder, Pratap Chandra, 1995, pp.22-23)

In the Arthaśāstra tradition, Kauṭilya’s treatise is the lone text which has been discovered so far. However, mentions of and citations from the works of earlier Arthaśāstra authors are found in Kauṭilya’s Arthaśāstra and in many other ancient Indian texts. In essence, Kauṭilya’s Arthaśāstra (like all other śāstras), while delineating economic and political principles sticks, on the whole, to the basic Indian tradition and world outlook.

Arthaśāstra of Kauṭilya, the last known in the Arthaśāstra tradition of ancient Indian literature, is in essence a manual for perfect functioning of a monarchic state striving to subjugate the entire Indian subcontinent and bring it under the rule of a powerful king.

3. According to Hindu mythology, each cycle of creation is divided into four ages: Kṛta or Satva, Tretā, Dwāpara and Kali. After the fourth age the entire visible universe is destroyed and the creator goes into deep slumber. Then after trillions of years he wakes and starts the cycle of creation once again.

As regards coverage, consistency, erudition, depth and range, secular and scientific outlook, Kauṭilya’s Arthaśāstra is a marvelous treatise, without any parallel, not only in ancient India, but also in the entire ancient world. From purely academic standpoint the text is a superb and almost inexhaustible mine for exploration by researchers on Indology, subtleties of monarchic form of governance, the intricacies and abominable aspects of real life politics, espionage and warfare, complexities of basic human psychosis (likely to remain unaltered unless there is radical change in genetic and chromosome structure of the homo-sapiens), and genesis of corruption etc.

The magnum opus was mentioned and partially quoted in various available ancient Indian texts; but the manuscript of the original text was not available to the scholars till 1909. The manuscript (written in Early-Grantha Script4) was discovered by Shamaśāstry, the librarian of Oriental Manuscripts Library of Mysore from the house of a native Brāhmaṇa scholar in 1902 and the edited full text in Devanagari Script was published by him in 1909 and later on the text was translated in English by him and many other scholars.

Manusmṛti

Manusmṛti belongs to the class of ancient Indian śāstras known as Dharmaśāstras or smṛtiśāstras.

The Dharmaśāstras are written in śloka form and contain teachings on Hindu civil and criminal laws. The major Dharmaśāstra authors mentioned in ancient Indian literature are:

Añgira, Āpastamba, Atri, Bṛhaspati, Dakṣma, Gautama, Hārita, Kātyāyana, Kusāna, Likhita, Manu, Parāśara, Samvarta, Śaňkha, Śatatapa, Vasiṣṭha, Yājñavalka, Yāma, Viṣṇu and Vyāsa.

Gautama mentioned the names of 50 Dharmaśāstra teachers (including minor smriti writers). If the references in commentaries are taken into account, the number would exceed 100.

Most of these texts had been revised and rewritten several times and these revised versions of some of these texts with a large number of vaṣyas (commentaries) of each are still extant. (Dasgupta & Dey (ed.) 1962, introduction, p. ix)

4. Early Grantha Script: This script was in use during the Pallava era in the present State of Tamil Nadu during 4th to 7th century A. D.

Among the Dharmaśāstras (law books) in ancient India the text known as Manusmṛti occupies a very important place because of its wide coverage and detailed guidelines for various aspects of human living. The text is surrounded with myths. It is claimed that the original text was composed by Manu, a mythical sage and the first king of the Hindus. Indologists, on the basis of mentions of the book in other ancient Indian texts, claim that the original Manusmṛti existed even before 3000 B.C. The versions of the text with commentaries, available at present, were, however, written much later – the earliest available version with commentaries by Medhatithi was written around 200 A.D. But even this version contains ideas that appear to be of much earlier origin.

To quote:

“Many myths have since very early times clustered round the name of Manu. He is regarded as perfect in study of the Veda, in the knowledge of its meaning, and the performance of its precepts. His origin is said to be divine and he is sometimes declared to be even a manifestation or incarnation of the Supreme Soul.————Different Vedic works belonging to different Schools declare, ‘All that Manu said is medicine, i.e., salutary.’ He is said to be the fountain head of all the Smṛtis or traditional lore and Bṛhaspati while proclaiming the superiority of Manu on the score of his strict adherence to the Veda, clearly declared that a text opposed to Manu is not commendable———-The Pandits adhere to the above view up to the present time. This supreme position of the author justly commanded the unflinching adherence of the Hindus and made the work exceptionally popular. The completeness of the work, its intelligibility and its orderly arrangement also contributed to the same result.” (Sen, Satyendra Nath 1976, Introduction, P. xii-xiii).

On the basis of evidence from ancient Indian texts the author of the present Manusmṛti flourished at least before 3000 B.C. (Ibid. Introduction, P. xvi). The original Manusmṛti was written and revised several times later on to take account of the current problems of different ages. The original Manava Dharmaśāstra is likely to be different from the work which now goes by the name of Manu. It is clear from the fact that some of the ślokas, attributed to Manu by Vasiṣṭha and others, are not to be found in the present text. (Ibid. Introduction, P. ix)

According to some authors, “The Manusmṛti had probably attained its present form by the 2nd century A.D. ...We find that though the smriti had begun at an early date and were supposed to have been based upon Vedic injunctions and customs, yet new smṛti authorities sprang up giving new injunctions which can hardly be traced to Vedic authorities. Many of the older authorities were again revised to harmonize the changes made and these revised editions passed off as the old ones as there was no critical apparatus of research for distinguishing the new from the old.” (Dasgupta, S. N. & Dey, S. K. (eds.) (1962), introduction, P. xxvi)

There are also many vāṣyas (commentaries) on Manusmṛti. The most popular available vāṣyas are of Medhātithi, Kullūka Bhatta, Govindarāja, Sarvajña-Nārāyana, Rāghavānanda, Nandana, Rāmachandra and Gañgādhara. They reflect the transition in the methods interpreting the text in accordance with the changes in values and requirements with changes in time.

The most serious problem pertaining to Manusmṛti is that the earliest available manuscripts (written in Devanagari Script) of all the versions have been written after the 13th century A. D. and it is quite likely that they have been corrupted by interpolations, especially to incorporate the foreign influences that had flooded and corrupted Indian culture and tradition since the 10th century A. D. This becomes very clear when we encounter inner contradictions in the available printed versions of the text. So, while undertaking a study of Manusmṛti, we are to make painstaking efforts to isolate the interpolations and ignore them.

Chapter Division

The present study is based on the available Sanskrit texts (in Devanagari Script) and English translation of these texts by different authors. This book is divided into three parts and 10 chapters.

In Part-I, we take up Political Economy in Mahābhārata in two chapters.

Chapter-1 deals with the Economic Concepts as embodied in the epic Mahābhārata. The major topics taken up for detailed discussion are revenue administration and division of labour. Under Revenue Administration we discuss the sources of revenue viz., taxes and other sources, methods of tax collection and norms of tax collection as prescribed in the epic.

Division of labour as embodied in the epic are based on caste system which is based on the Vedic norms. Accordingly, the four major castes as delineated in Mahābhārata are:

1. Brāhmaṇa: priests and scholars engaged in religious, academic, literary and philosophical activities.

2. Kṣatriya: political rulers, warriors and soldiers.

3. Vaiśya: persons engaged in trade, commerce and productive activities.

4. Śūdra: The lowest caste in the Aryan hierarchy, comprising the majority of the population and serving the three upper classes. They were mainly labourers, peasants, artisans, and servants of the three upper classes.

Chapter-2 deals with the Political Concepts in the epic and elaborates on the following major topics: concept of divine origin of the king, virtues of the ideal king, duties of the king, recruitment of government officials and modern relevance.

In Part-II we take up the Political Economy in Arthaśāstra in six chapters (chapters 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8).

Chapter-3 deals with the Significance of Arthaśāstra under the following major heads: Place and Importance of Arthaśāstra among Ancient Indian Śāstras, Discovery of the Manuscript of Arthaśāstra, Outline of the Major Topics Pertaining to Political Economy in the text (Political, Administrative and Legal Systems, Bureaucracy, Espionage Network, Accounting, Price Policy etc.), Comparison of Kauṭilya (with Machiavelli, Plato, Aristotle, Karl Marx, Cameralists etc.), Kauṭilya’s World Outlook and Historicity of Arthaśāstra.

In Chapter-4 we go into the details of economic concepts as embodied in Arthaśāstra under the following major heads: Environment and Ecology, Empowerment of Women, Price Policy, Agriculture and Land Use, Craft Industries, Role of the State Sector, Taxation and Fiscal Policy and Division of Labour.

Kauṭilya entrusted the state with the responsibility of protection and maintenance of environment and ecology. The task of protecting forests and other natural resources is entrusted with the king through different state officials, appropriate plants should be grown to protect dry lands and pasturelands should be properly protected.

In Arthaśāstra, as in many other ancient Indian texts, the basis of financial security to married women was strῑdhana (woman’s property). It consisted of landed property, jewellery, and money sufficient for maintenance of the married woman and her children. The funds are to be provided right at the time of wedding by the husband, the relatives of the husband and that of the woman who is to be married.

The state, according to Arthaśāstra, was entitled to take an active role in price determination, but state intervention in this regard ought not to be contrary to the market forces. Prices were to be ultimately determined on the basis of cost of production on the one hand and intensity of demand on the other. But ‘just price’, determined in this manner, was to be approved and implemented by the state. Duty of the state in this regard was not to fix prices arbitrarily, disregarding market forces, but to see to it that traders and producers could not manipulate prices to make exorbitant profits, could not cheat the buyers or could not create crisis and instability by taking advantage a situation of shortages.

In Arthaśāstra we get detail guidelines as regards agriculture and proper land use.  Kauṭilya asserts that prosperity of the country depends on agricultural development. He emphasizes the roles of agriculture and animal husbandry and elaborates on the merits of activities associated with these two sectors. Food and many essential articles for human living come from these sectors. He also opines that the strength of a country vis-à-vis its enemy country depends on the soundness of these activities.

There are innumerable mentions of the state-sector craft industries in the Arthaśāstra.

In Arthaśāstra, Kauṭilya prescribes for a vast state sector embracing all the major fields of production in the economy. According to his guidelines the state should have monopoly power over most of the natural animal-products and plant-products. It may also be presumed that Arthaśāstra prescribes for state ownership of most of the mines producing metallic ores and controlling power over trade in these products. The state is also entitled, according to Kauṭilya, to lease out mines to private businessmen.

As regards taxes as sources of revenue of the state, Kauṭilya lays emphasis on indirect taxes than on direct taxes. Most of the taxes mentioned in the text are commodity taxes. So far as fiscal policy is concerned, Arthaśāstra emphasizes strongly on the importance of a resourceful treasury for the functioning of the state. Moreover stress is laid on sound finance, measures to enhance and enrich the treasury and to generate surplus in the state budget. At the same time it is emphasized that revenue collection of the state should not harm the interests of the country and its people. Kauṭilya insists on a surplus budget and suggests measures to avoid deficits in the budget. This is in conformity with ancient Indian principles of sound fiscal management which is quite contrary to modern practices of deficit budgeting.

In Arthaśāstra, Kauṭilya also prescribes measures for mobilizing finance for situations of crisis (āpada dharma).

Kauṭilya remains faithful to the Vedic norms and defines division of labour on the basis of division of the society into four major castes, viz., Brāhmaṇa, Kṣatriya, Vaiśya and Śūdra. Kauṭilya defines the functions of these four castes according to the Vedic tradition, but as regards the functions of the Śūdra, Kauṭilya deviates to some extent from the ancient Indian tradition as he includes agriculture as one of the professions for the Śūdras (tradition considered this to be a profession of exclusively the Vaiśya). Kauṭilya also mentions some specific duties for people in different walks of life, e.g. householders, Vedic students, forest-dwellers and wandering ascetics etc.

In Chapter-5 we endeavour to analyze the political concepts prescribed in Arthaśāstra under: Maṇḍala Theory, Power of the King, Concept of Ideal King and concept of Daṇḍa.

Kauṭilya’s foreign policy is an aggressive foreign policy based on the maṇḍala theory. Maṇḍala here means the circle of sovereign states and the theory pertains to intricate relations among the circle of states, foreign policies, policies pertaining to war and peace, concepts of friendly and enemy states etc. Kauṭilya considers the would-be conqueror (vijigῑṣu or chakravartin) to be a part of a maṇḍala or circle of kings or states. Kauṭilya describes vividly how by open warfare, devious means, deceptive warfare etc. the would-be conqueror could subjugate the other states in the circle and become the sole ruler of the entire circle of states.

Kauṭilya differed radically from ancient Indian tradition as regards power of the king. The other śāstras of India consider the king to be only the guardian of the daṇḍa (the rod of punishment) and preserver of the sacred śāstras pertaining to administration and defence of the state and he has no right to violate or modify the śāstras. On the other hand Kauṭilya endows the king with supreme power above the śāstras and the hitherto practised customs and traditions.

Kauṭilya prescribes general and moral education, strict routine and guidance of a priest for the ideal king. As in other ancient Indian śāstras, Arthaśāstra also considers that the perfect ruling with harmony is possible for the king with the help of daṇḍa (the rod of chastisement), the proper use of it leads to prosperity and misuse to ruin.

Chapter-6 deals with Internal Espionage in Arthaśāstra and the major topics covered in this chapter are: Essence of Arthaśāstra Espionage: Human Vices and Weaknesses, Types of Spies and Their Functions, Test of Ministers and Government Officials, Punishing Treasonable Officials by Devious Means, Stratagem against Princes or Officials Going to Join the Enemy, Dangers from Officers in the Outer Region and the Interior, Spy Network for the Citizens and Apprehending and Punishing Criminals.

In Chapter-7, we take up External Espionage (general) as delineated in Arthaśāstra. This chapter takes into account the following sub-topics: Maṇḍala Theory, Four Methods to Conquer the World, All Embracing Spy-Network in the Maṇḍala, Winning the Seducible in the Enemy Camp, Deceptive Peace Treaty and its Violation, Creating Dissentions in the Circle of Kings, Stirring up the Circle of Kings, Sowing Dissensions among Tribal Republics and Oligarchies and Counter Espionage.

In Chapter-8, we go into the complicacies of External Espionage (war-related) in Arthaśāstra and discuss in detail the following sub-topics: Instilling Superstitious Fear in the Enemy Camp, Assassination of the Enemy’s Army Chiefs, Destruction of Enemy Supplies and Reinforcements, Killing the Enemy King by Deceit, Overreaching the Enemy with Trickery, Capturing the Enemy’s Fort, Drawing Out the Enemy King by Tricks, Entering Enemy’s Fort by Stratagem, Seizure and Storming of Enemy’s Fort and Pacification of the Conquered Territory.

Part-III of this volume takes up Political Economy in Manusmṛti in two chapters (chapters 9 and 10)

Chapter-9 takes up the Economic Concepts as embedded in Manusmṛti which can be categorized in the following manner: Environment and Ecology, Women's Property Rights, Price Policy, Agriculture and Craft Industries, State Sector, Taxation and Fiscal Policy and Division of Labour.

The ecological principles of Manusmṛti are based on the basic ideal of the Upaniṣadas, "Vasudhaiva kutumbakam”, i.e., all the beings of the entire universe belong to the same family. By means of defining cosmology, Manu here endeavors to spell out the basic sources of interrelationship among all beings in this universe. Manu describes how all the material (and perishable) things (living beings as well as lifeless matters) of the world have been originated from the same five elements or Pancha-bhutas [kṣiti (earth), ap (water), teza (fire), marut (air) and byom (sky)].

As regards women’s property rights, the statements in Manusmṛti appear to be contradictory. At one place Manu prescribes woman's property and at the other he declares that the women cannot have any property right. In fact, the latter statement about women’s property rights appears to be interpolation and forgery. The basis of women’s property right in Manusmṛti is strῑdhana (woman’s property), as in other ancient Indian texts.

In Manusmṛti it is opined that the state, should fix the price of each commodity every five days or every fortnight by considering cost of production, other expenses, demand, supply etc. Manu also opines in this regard that weighing balance and weighing stones should be checked and approved by the government officials every six months.

There are no specific guidelines in Manusmṛti as regards agricultural pursuits. It only mentions various rites to be performed for successful agricultural operations. Manu considers that agriculture means violence to the mother earth, and therefore the profession of agriculture should not be undertaken by the two upper castes, viz., the Brāhmaṇa and the Kṣatriya.

Manusmṛti has dealt very briefly with craft industries although they were important sources of livelihood of a large number of people in ancient India. Manu only briefly mentions that crafts are to be the professions of the Śūdras.

As regards the state sector we get very little information from Manusmṛti. Manu only mentions that the state should have monopoly over export of certain goods.

The basic principles of tax policy are clearly defined in Manusmṛti. Taxes are to be so imposed that they should not result in disincentive for production and trading activities. At the same time, tax collection should be adequate to cover the expenses of the state. To this end taxes should be collected in small installments (as the leech sucks blood) so as not to cause any hardship or discontent on the part of the payee. All citizens should pay taxes according to their capabilities. Each poor people should pay a very small amount or he should provide one day's free labour per month as tax to the state. All villagers are to contribute, whatever they can, for the state. These, while collected together, may contribute considerably towards meeting expenses for the local bodies.

According to Manu the king should pursue a fiscal policy, which strikes a balance between fulfillment of short-term requirements and long term sustainability.

Division of labour in Manusmṛti is also based on caste system as in other ancient Indian texts. Manu opines that the creator has prescribed certain general tasks for the human race for different ages. But He has also assigned specific duties to specific classes of people. Manu subscribes to the Vedic norms to insist that Brāhmaṇas originated from the mouth, Kṣatriyas from the arms, Vaiśyas from the thighs, and Śūdras from the feet of the creator. So, they have different functions in all the ages.

Under normal situations, duties of the Brāhmaṇas are associated with the study of the Vedas and performance of the religious rites; that of the Kṣatriyas are associated with war and defense of the country; that of the Vaiśyas are associated with trade and agriculture and that of the Śūdras to serve the three upper classes.

Chapter-10 deals with Political Concepts in Manusmṛti and takes up the following sub-topics:

Qualities of the Ideal King, Daily Routine of an Ideal King and Daṇḍanῑti.

According to Manusmṛti, to be a good ruler, the king should regulate his lifestyle in a proper way. Then only he would have the right and power to rule the country and apply the rod of punishment to the miscreants. He should be intelligent, free from vices, cultured, upright, should have self-control, should respect the elders and the Brāhmaṇas, should have proper education (of the Vedas, politics, history, agriculture, spiritual science etc.) and he should protect his subjects with zeal.

The maintenance and preservation of the proper qualities of the king to discharge his duties in a proper way requires a disciplined lifestyle. Various duties related to the administration of the country are to be arranged in a harmonious and orderly fashion and each duty performed at proper time. Unlike Kauṭilya, Manu does not specify any time period for each act.

Ancient Indian texts entrusted the king with the task of maintaining order and rule of Dharma in society. The power of the king to rule, regulate and maintain harmony and order, and to accomplish this, punish the miscreants, is called daṇḍa which is assigned a sacred place. Proper use of the daṇḍa would bring about peace, harmony and prosperity. Misuse, on the other hand, would bring about disorder and destruction of the king himself, his kingdom and the subjects.

End Notes

End notes are given at the bottom of the relevant page.
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PART-I

POLITICAL ECONOMY IN MAHĀBHĀRATA
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Chapter-1: Economic Concepts in Mahābhārata
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The most important economic ideas as detailed in Mahābhārata pertain mainly to:

Revenue Administration

Division of Labour.

Revenue Administration

The essence of the guidelines pertaining to revenue administration as Bhῑṣma disseminated to Yudhisthira in the Śanti Parva of Mahābhārata brings to the fore the following aspects:

i) Major Sources of Revenue: The major sources of revenue of the king would be taxes levied on land and agricultural products, craft products, various articles of trade and commerce etc.

ii) Tax Base: The tax-base should be as wide as possible, i.e., taxes should be collected from the entire country as far as possible.

iii) Codes and Norms of Tax Collection: Collection of taxes should be strictly on the basis of moral codes as prescribed in the śāstras. Taxes should never be based on whims and myopic decisions of the ruler.

iv) Tax collection should not be exploitative and should never cause hardship to the citizens, especially the poor and the weaker sections of the population.

v) Tax collection should not impede economic and other essential activities of the citizens that contribute to the benefits of the state. Too much pressure of taxes leads to misery of the citizens and makes them incapable of discharging their duties properly. So, while imposing the taxes the ruler should always keep in mind that taxes should never come on the path of discharging the duties of the citizens properly.

vi) Tax collection should be in such a way that the payees are capable of paying taxes without economic hardship and discontent i.e., the assessees should be permitted to pay taxes due by installments, and whenever convenient for them.

vii) Long term interests of the country and the citizens should be given priority over short term gains keeping in mind that excessive collection in the short run may lead to hazardous consequences in the long run. The king out of covetousness may be tempted to collect huge amount of taxes in a short span of time. This would, however, lead to chaos and disorder and reduce the tax paying capabilities of the citizens and it would ultimately dry up long term revenue of the country. Moreover too much pressure of the taxes in a very short span of time would lead to confusion and discontent among citizens which would make them indulge in tax evasion and rising up in revolt against the king.

On the basis of the above major guidelines let us look into the detail of the prescriptions pertaining to revenue administration as prescribed in Mahābhārata.

According to Mahābhārata, taxes should have a wide coverage embracing almost the entire population and taxes should be levied on each person in accordance with his capabilities to pay taxes. Taxes should be collected in such a way that it does not cause hardships and inconveniences to the payees, adversely affect their economic activities leading to grievances and endeavours on their part to evade taxes. Even in case of emergent situations, excess taxes are to be imposed after convincing the payees about the exigencies that had compelled the state to undertake such unusual measures.

The most important source of revenue of the government is land revenue. One sixth of the total revenue of the state is to be collected from landed properties. Other important sources of revenue are fines and forfeitures levied upon offenders and levies upon merchants and traders in return for the protection granted to them.

As regards the norms of tax collection the king should try to collect taxes from the entire kingdom as far as possible. Therefore, the entire kingdom becomes to him his treasury. But tax collection should by no means cause hardship to the poor and the weaker sections of the population. So, although tax is to be collected from all parts of the country, compassion is to be shown by the king to the inhabitants of cities or villages where they are mostly poor and incapable of paying taxes. Taxes should never be imposed without considering the capability of the payee.

Proper functioning of the state machinery depends a good deal on revenue collection, but in collection of taxes the king should always abide by the norms and principles laid down by the  śāstras. Violation of this may lead to disaster for both the king and the kingdom. The king should not, under the influence of passion and covetousness, levy oppressive taxes.

No tax should be levied on products without ascertaining the cost in terms of labour and other inputs applied to produce those articles. The king should levy commodity taxes in such a way that both the king and the person who labours to produce an article taxed have justifiable share. The value of a product after deduction of tax should cover the cost of production and reasonable profit margin of the person producing it.

Unreasonable and exorbitant taxes should never be imposed on honest persons. The amount, method and time of payment should be convenient for the payee. The king should never impose taxes unseasonably and on persons unable to bear them. He should impose them gradually and with conciliation, in proper season and according to due forms.

The economic prosperity of the country depends a good deal on the agriculturists and traders and they should never be oppressed by exorbitant taxes. So taxes on them should be imposed judiciously and in such a way that their contributive activities to the country are not hampered. Excessive and oppressive taxes are likely to discourage agriculturists and traders to carry on their normal activities and this would ultimately lead to shortage of food, agricultural raw materials and essential commodities imported and distributed by the traders. In fact, the traders and agriculturists have important roles in supporting the king as well as the citizens of the country. Oppressive and exorbitant taxes are likely to make them incapable of disseminating their duties.

The king may be tempted to collect too much revenue in
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