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THE SOCIALIST TRADITION
IN THE MAHABHARATA*

The Mahabharate is indeed an encyclopaedia of ancient Indian
thought and cultural traditions. It may be called the great watershed
of the thought-movements of ancient India. Different streams of
thought and varying cultural traditions converged upon this basin and
they again formed the source and inspiration of new streams. The
Mahabharate sums up and passes on to future generations the cultural
values of the ages that went before.

It has been said by a great thinker that nothing is more fatal than
turning history into idolatry. History and tradition have their
importance, but one should not forget that the experience of ages may
instruct and warn, but cannot guide or control. ‘‘ By the hypothesis of
progress,”’ says Lord Acton, ¢ the new is always gaining on the old;
history is the embodiment of imperfection, and escape from history
became the watchword of the coming day.””” In the history of human
institutions, therefore, the great question is to discover not what men
prescribe but what they ought to prescribe. For, as Lord Acton has
said once more, ‘‘ No prescription is valid against the -conscience of
mankind.”’ ‘

. -

Tradition, however, does not exactly fall within the four corners
of prescription. It represents the prevailing temper and outlook of an
age In regard to its manifold problems. Faith Is the most important
element in tradition and the power of a tradition to endure depends
upon its capacity to command a continuing faith; and this, in its turn,
depends upon its power to evoke hope and exhilaration from the people.
Otherwise the tradition loses its flow and reaches a dead end.
Tradition, therefore, in the sense of a continuing faith plays a vital role
in human affairs and it shapes imperceptibly but effectively human
institutions.

The idea of Socialism in India, as in other countries of the world,
made its appearance in certain conditions of social constitution. The
origin of this idea may be traced to two things: the indefensibie
character of privilege, on the one hand, and the immense disparity
between the rich and the poor with all its attendant miseries. The great
epic of India, the Mahabharata, lays particular emphasis upon both these
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social dangers and, page after page, draws our atfenfion to the
necessity of vigilance in regard to these dangers. From the dawn of
human civilization, civilized humanity has been conscious about the
problem of poverty. Human consciousness, however, in this respect,
has found different expressions and forms in different countries. The
problem of poverty in the Mahabharates undoubtedly is one of ifs
greatest and noblest themes. The sensitiveness, ardour and moral
earnestness with which the great author of the epic has discussed this
subject are perhaps unrivalled in the whole range of world’s literature.
' The author of the epic is never tired of emphasising the duties
and obligations of the state towards the citizens. It is the constant
injunction of the epic that all the people in the state, without any
distinction whatsoever, should be made to. feel that they were living
under the paternal care of the king or the head of the state.

gar 3a fuga? fawd a= wan )

v Frafeafa § T ase=w » |
(Mahabharata, San{;i Parvan)

Conditions of good life for all persons in the state should be created by
the king, for he is the dispenser of justice and the architect of the
destiny of the people in his kirigdom. There was no such thing as in-
exorable fate or a predestined lot for his subject. The King ordains
what is good as well as what is evil. He is, in fact, the epoch-maker.
and different epochs in human history are the results of state endeavour.

ST FAFNEET aardn IO 9 )

AN { IguE TS WATH AW .-
(Mahabharata, Santi Parvan)

Such being the case, it was the bounden duty of the King to regard his
subjects as his own children and to promote their happiness in every
possible manner. Such a king is worthy of the highest honour, and of
the best traditions of his office. Ideas akin to state socialism were
inculcated by sage Narada when he appeared before the court of
Yudhisthira at Indraprastha (modern Delhi) just after his erthronement
there. In the Shabha Parvan of the great epic, which is its second

“santo, Narada quite pertinently asked the newly enthroned king

dhisthira, if all the blind, deaf, mute, maimed- or otherwise
sically disabled persons as well as homeless refugees in his kingdomi
being carefully looked after and protected by the state.

1969P~-VII
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v

&g TAY A UF AFAIHA |

fada mifa whs amr naf&amfy o

(Shabha Parven, Ch. V, Sl. 123)
We have abundant evidence in the Mahabharata to show that this
ideal of the obligation of the state towards the helpless citizens in
particular, was ever present before monarchs and statesmen. In the
Virata Parvan, Arjuna lays special emphasis on this aspect of
Yudhisthira’s statecraft. He proclaims before the whole assembly of
the Matsya Court, in no uncertain voice, that Yudhisthira, as king,
completely fulfilled his kingly duties by maintaining, like his children,
all the old, infirm, disabled, poor and helpless persons in the state.

qY gR1aqaraig uga YF AT |

fuda wraatarE asrawa oL o
(Virata Parvan, Ch. XVII, Sl. 24)

The Aranyaka Parvan of the great epic has a special merit of its
own. Itis a vast storehouse of ancient Indian historical lore and
traditions. Ideas of social and economic justice are prominently
expressed in some of its chapters. Omne such chapter describes an
interview between a very old sage, named Baka, who is reported to have
lived for thousands of years, and Indra, the King of the Gods in
Heaven. It is rather striking that Ivddra who was the Protector of the
Divine Order in Heaven should approach Beka, who, after all, was a
resident of the earth, for instruction and guidance in regard to a just
and equitable social order. Indra’s question was formed in a very
pointed manner. He asked what was the most poignant sorrow
experienced by persons living throughout the ages in this world.

wd gYEvETty §A Sa® AT |
anre(y AW A+ & @ @

(Aranyaka Parvan, p. 1060

Baka at once replicd by narrating his sorrow. He said that a man
without means is always despised and the poor are always insulted by .
the rich and, above all, the ignorant and the stupid flourish and prosper,
whereas the learned and the wise suffer and decline. R

A1g g.@ad fwfeq @y wfanfa @
gEfEEIA; JEu; uT amaaa |

w2y 2fign sanan & 9 gaad a8
@R FuRRaq g Td agfaE
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SANTAY TR H™R AHRIILT |

TE%QUNRY Arawfas g=d
(Aranyaka Parvan, p. 1069)

This is the considered utterance of a sage embodying the distilled
experience of thousands of yvears. He has no hesitation in describing
these miseries as  pygery, ¢-¢., wan-made. Quite naturally, he feels
from the bottom of his heart the poignancy of the situation and complains
what man has made of man. A tragedy of greater magnitude than
" this cannot be conceived of :
w1®1q §gai fafgq Sisg afawrfa &)
The unworthy are at the top, or at the helm of affalrs whereas patient
merit silently suffers and languishes.
Towards the end of the Aranyaka Parvan we have another episode.
This time Dharma, being personified, appears before Yudhisthira, and
in order to test his character and integrity asks him certain important
questions. Omne of these questions was in regard to the definilion of
the death of a person in this world.

LGHE RS IGR AL
How does o person become dead?
At once came the unhesitating reply from the lips of Yudhisthira :

aa gfig gam:

A person who is poor is dead.

This episode throws a flood of light on the attitude and outlook of the
author of the epic towards the curse of poverty. The interview
described here is between Dharma himsélf and Yudhisthira who was
Dharmaputra or the Son of Dharma. Thereby the epic unmistakably
suggests that poverty is death and there cannot be a more heinous social
crime than the foleration of poverty in social constitution.

Such an attitude towards poverty is emphasised in eloquent terms
in the Udyoga Parvan of the Mahabharata. This canto describes the
preparations for the great Kurukshetra War. On the eve of the out-
break of the war, Shree Krishna was sénf as a spéceial ambassador to

" the court of Duryodhana with definite instructions to arrive at an
amicable settlement of the disputes, if possible. The issues were
clear-cut and the most fundamental of these issues was the unbearable
poverty under which the Pandavas were saffering. Yudhisthira who
throughout the epic has been represented as the very embodiment of
Dharma (fqggarq W) gave the final instructions to Shree Krishna on
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the eve of his historic journey to the Kuru Court. On one issue he
was not prepared to make any compromise, and that issue was poverty.
In pathetic terms Yudhisthira narrated his tale of sorrow. He could
not provide food for his mother and other near relations, and yei he
was to think of peace!

TAl g.|@at (&g agd arad aa: )
w@faurg « weifa faari ar sarEd o
(Udyoga Parvan, p. 302
This attitude of Yudhisthira was strictly in conformity with the
ancient Indian tradition regarding poverty. He could point out correctly
that the ancient Indian sage Sambara considered poverty to be definitely
a crime. A condition in which there is no prospect of a meal for a

human ‘being either today or tomorrow is most sinful and intolerable.
Perhaps the sin lies in doing nothing to avert such a calamity.

ara: IlgET e aEt TRAsEat |
aa Aarg 7 wantae ufae=a |
(Udyoga Parvan, p. 303

The value of this statement consists in its conformity with ancient
Indian socio-economic traditions. In the same breath, Yudhisthira
asserted that the ancient Indian sages proclaimed wealth to be the
foundation of earthly existence and the object to be most desired. It
was found fromn the experience of ages that persons with means did
truly live, while the poor and the destitute were dead even when alive.

waATe: g3 ue 99 g ufatean )
sttafi wfmat @& war & agar ag
, (Udyoga Parvan, p. 303)
This misfortune is even more tragic than death because life becomes

absolutely meaningless for a person as soon as he loses his wealth and
the means of subsistence.

HIORAT AT YR AT |

oy e ffad adwtaay o

(Udyoga Parvan, p. 302)

The Bhagabad-Gita or the Lord’s Song in the Bhisma Parvan of

the Mahabharata is rightly regarded as the embodiment of the highest
wisdom, supreme philosophy and the greatest ethical consciousness of
the Hindus. The essence of its teachings consists in the practical
discipline that it inculcates. It is primarily a Yoge Shastra—a book
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of practical maxims. Throughout the book emphasis is laid on Karma—
or the method of work. Life is work and without work life cannot{ be
sustained. It is further pointed out that all work is to be performed
in a spirit of sacrifice, for the sake of the Divine, that is, for the sake
of the created world which is the manifestation of the Divine. Loka-
Sangraha (Eﬁaﬁﬁqg;) or world maintenance is the most importan’
principle of Karma, and work that does not promote the welfare ani
happiness of mankind is to be eschewed. The whole of creation embodies
the spirit of a co-operative commonwealth in which the duty of evers
component unit is to further the interest of the whole. Underlying the
structure of the universe is sympathy which compels my good to be
involved in the good of others. Out of it is born justice, the main pillar
of society. A person who partakes of the benefits of this commonwealth
and yet does not contribute his mite towards the maintenance of others
is verily a thief.

AgmrAREIAR A YT @A T T | -
: (Gita, Ch. III, 8l 12) ~

The underlying idea seems to be that a man who has sufficiency and
yet seeks to obtain more than he needs and deprives others of their due
is to be regarded as an exploiter. Lo put the whole wealth of society
at the disposition of the people is to assure the maximum of virtue,
justice and happiness. This tradition finds an echo in the Bhagabata
Purana of a later date. There the author is gven more explicit and
more emphatic in his pronouncement. A person who seeks to obtain
more than he needs is a thief and he deserves punishment. In other
words, the author' of the Bhagabata Purana tried to envisage a social
order in which equality of wealth and opportunity was to be the supreme
consideration, and any individual trying to disturb this egalitarian order
was to be punished. The constant injunction was : ‘“ Choose equality
and flee greed.”” It was the duty of the state as the guardian of society
to intervene and actively punish wrong-doers.

arag figdia we a1aq v fr Sfgamg ©
afys disfansaa @ | gTeaEta o
(Bhagabata Purena, Ch. VII, 14, 8.)

The attitude towards poverty and other social problems we have
been considering so long is open to a certain criticism. We may hesi-
tate to call it definitely socialist, for two reasons. In the first place,
it is a purely moral criticism. It is merely denunciation of greed and
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social injustice. In the second place, the approach is diagnostic rather
than reconstructive. There is very little evidence of any positive or
concrete plan for the reconstruction of the social order. Reform, and
not revolution, is the essential tenor of these teachings in the
Mahabharata. The author of the great epic seems to be in search of
a new moral foundation for a better organised society. Transition to
an egalitarian order is to be brought about by the conversion of men’s
hearts to better ways. The recommendation is to reconcile individual
ambition with social good. The injunction even is that a man must
lose the whole world to gain his own soul. But we may not be far
wrong if we characterize this attitude as Utopian Socialism. What
soclalism there is, is small in volume and, judged by modern standards,
1s somewhat weak in expression. There are socialist ideas but ho
socialist plan. There is an ideal but not a method. The object un-
doubtedly is very laudable; it is the realisation of the common happi-
ness through the rule of equality. The epic sought to create social
consciousness for social and economic justice but the difficulty was that
these socialist ideas were simply moral theories which lived in a
vacuum and had no chance of effective realisation.

The Anushasana Parvan of the Mahabharata, however, clearly
sees the fallacies of a laissez-faire state and attempts to suggest a pro-
gramme or a constructive plan to mitigate the rigours and hardships
of an unjust social order. 1t condemns the drift towards laissez-faire.
The Anushasane or clear injunction of Bhisma to Yudhisthira was
that the means of subsistence of the old, the minors, the blind and the
destitute in the kingdom should be particularly safeguarded. The
principle of taxation should be humanised. The king must not extort
taxes from those who are sorely distressed. Honest and upright men
should be saved from the pangs of hunger. What can be more
criminal for a country than to have within its bounds starving children
looking on, while others enjoy delicious dishes?

Ant =gl nsfa sad=fa awwew |
Ayt fafugarfa & g gwad aa
The expression fgfagg undoubtedly suggeste that the starving children
have a right to these dishes and this right ought to be recognised.
Learned men cannot properly take care of themselves. They
should be made free from hunger and want. T.et it not happen that
““ Chill penury repressed their noble rage ”’. Such repression is tanta-

mount, in its enormity, to the crime of throttling an embryo in the womb
—nipping in the bud immenre possibilities the fruition of which might
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be beneficial to the country as a whole. Women, being helpless, suffer
most. The state should be particularly vigilant in regard to their
protection. If they are oppressed or in any way dishonoured, then
the future of the state is doomed. DBhisma pointedly inculcates the
doctrine that the king who does not protect (mrafaart) but, on the

other hand, snatches away the wealth of his subjects (ggiT), who
violates the time-honoured and established traditions of the country
(fa"tard) and who also fails to show the qualities of right and prof)er
leadership (srayge) and is yet unashamed, is a disgrace to his royal
office. Such a king is Kali incarnate and should be put to death by
his subjects acting in an organised manner.

a4 ¥ usws 29

UST @A fAg T 0
Bhisma is not satisfied by merely emphasising the necessity of killing
an unworthy king. He goes further and proclaims that the king who

takes upon himself the role of a protector and does not protect should
be slaughtered like & mad and diseased dog.

¥ & Wadear 9 @ wfa yfae

q g5 fagmay §9 @i TgC 0
Virtues and vices of the people in general in a state are the
results of the king’s administration, and the king is responsible for
the growth of virtues as well as for the prevalence of the vices.

TS AW HLWF |
The king makes epochs and the different epochs of human history are

the results of state endeavour.

USIT HAFNAST aAATaT: TOTH 9 |

ey ¥ IS UHT wafa @A
Such being the case, it is the first and foremost duty of the king to
provide for a just social order; it is his principal obligation to make
the state the moral guardian of society and to promote the happiness
of the people in general in every possible manner.

gRaATaYH (AN ST T |

7 QIagE FHAlA 9 g ¥39 1

ad suafaw f¥ vy efa Faf=an)

T TRAY WM gFd Ugeq @A !
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Jui @rglw Wsnfa wad=wfa arE: |
argfa fafgawifa f&g guad aaq o
afz @ areat g fag @Rq gur e )
HURATY Ao &ar qrafadaan |
fug aw sifad o v gemadeEa |
festis= ar wa=nsfy fafawst a9y qan
a9 @ favd@ uw: aras: Qvefa gqur )
wrafeafa agg fa=d v wsam 0
AR g& § Ugrg feam awan fa |
minat ufagatai A& 7 9 stafa o
wifgar wai fq@aR s |
& 7 Uols vqr gon @wy Mg
uw¥ § Wadgran & « w@fa yfaa )
¥ ded My | qiwe 9iga
(Anushasana Parvan)

The ethical philosophy and injunctions of the Santi Parvan and
Anushasana Parvan of the great epic no doubt clearly envisaged an
ideal of social jusbice to be realized by all possible means. But in
spite of their constant emphasis on the aims and objects to be attained,
they did not clearly suggest-a methodology of revolutionary socialism,
at least in its large outline. A definite innovation in method was
necessary for giving a tangible shape or concrete embodiment to the
doctrines enunciated. This new approach we come across in some of
the chapters of the Apaddharma Parvan of the great epic. The name
Apaddharma itself suggests that the state, or the community at large,
might adopt certain revolutionary measures or introduce revolutionary
social or economic innovations in order to alleviate the sufferings of the
people in times of erisis or grave social emergency.

A definite innovation in method is thus of decisive importance in
the socialist tradition. Some means had to be found, some method
had to be devised, some plan had to be evolved by which the whole
wealth of society could be put at the disposition of the people to assure
the maximum of virtue, justice and happiness. The Apdaddharma
Parvan of the Mahabharata gives clear, unambiguous and emphatic
utterance to some of the revolutionary principles of socialism. Moral
order depended upon justice, and if justice were not allowed to function,
then the future of society would be doomed. ‘ Justice is a power,”
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sFtmEueda ud agenSaq |

¥ angARae warad a9 EmgA 0
FaTYRSTAT YR T TAHEA |
AR GHH AT KAFIA(ART & U

Ta agriculture, the seed produces the food ( FYAA W qETEq )
in statecraft, the order is reversed. The psople- must live first, then
only can._they be of assistance to the community as a whole. Food is
the prime necessity, and food is the basis of continuity and progress.
The questions mcoted here have reference to a time of distress and
degeneration. So the abstract rule of right is bound to be modified by
exigencies of practical experience and practical consideration. When
times are out of joint, weaker souls seek refuge in the more despondent
type of Bhakt: (wfﬁr) or surrender to the divine will. But . the
Mahabharata does not encourage this attitude of h'elple‘ssnessf The
principle laid down is the welfare of the entire community or of the
society as a whole. 'I'he final decision is to be reached by an appeal to
reason, and judgment. " While Dharma or moral law isi_’tbe foundation
of the State, the Exchequer is its sine qua non. Mere high-sounding
principles, if not backed by the exchequer, can only end in confusion
and futility.

Therefore, the exchequer should be made full for the purpose
of helping the poor and the helpless. Any repression or suffering
involved in this process is not to be taken into account.. For the good
of the people, for social well-being, for true social welfare, even
oppression of the rich is justified. The injunction is to extort money
by all means because money is necessary for social welfare. The final
dictum is that the resources of the world are for the good people and
not for dishonest persons who misappropriate everything to themsélves.
. Dharma, understood as a whole, means that the dishonest rich should
be expropriated and their wealth should be the means for the subsis-
tence of the people suffering from honest poverty.” These are, in short,
the recommendations of the Apaddharma Parvan of. the Great Kpic
in times of distress and difficulties. 7

Revolutions oceur in human”history 4s the result of social
maladjustment and the indefensible character of privilege and vested
interests in social constitution. When remedies are not found or
provided for manifest social injustice and social wrongs, social upheaval
is bound to follow. Bhisma warns Yudhisthira in memorable and
powerful passages in the Santt Parvan that Rudra ov the God of
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says a great writer, ‘“ and if it cannot create, it will at least destroy.
So that the question for the future is not, shall there be a revolution,
but shall it be beneficent or disastrous?’” The 4paddharma measures
aim at preventing a disastrous revolution by making arrangements for
justice in social constitution. There is the stern warning that if the
weak and the helpless were not properly protected, or if they were
oppressed or repressed by the State, then a calamity was bound to
happen. The injunction is to take all possible measures for the
protection of the weak and the helpless. The epic says: ‘‘ Most
unbearable are the eyes of the weak, as are the eyes of the hermit and
the venomous viper. Hence do not oppress the weak. See that the
weak are never slighted. Let not the eyes of the weak burn to ashes
you and your kith and kin. On a society struck down by the flaming
looks of the weak descends the curse of barrenness. It is destroyed to
its very roots. Hence do not oppress the weak.”

Taww fv gggRAvifaue =)
wfaggas @4 A1 @ gHAAE: |
gaatETd a9ar aRafEafadaT |
- a1 @t gEwEE Y w3y aaran
7 fe g=age g fafaq wlsfa

T+ fAERAT A1 W THAATER: |

All this is typical of an outlook in days of agony and acute social
distress. Forced gifts, forced loans, confiscation of property and the
public control of food supply are advocated, because the urgency of
the situation is too great for measures of conciliation to be desirable.
Benevolences would be utierly inadequate. Some of the chapters of the
Apaddharma Parvan propound revolutionary canons of emergency
taxation. These lines quite see definitely in the rtich and the
comfortable the deiiberate enemies of the poor, who do not hesitate to
take advantage of public misery for private profit.

st wd« grurafafa swfaRy &g
Niq TEATATE: ALTATA™ WA
el fafagl Al @agT )
s Trefiar = a4 Qo wrgAA 0
waTSmty A AR awwdg |
QAT RITTG T A Qe wgAela o
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wEtoTiUESYa ve awadsag |

¥ WrEARAE TaATAS A YA
TATY RN STATZIT WIYRN T 9T B |
T HRH F CECELIECLK

In aonculture, the seed produces the food {. %&[a 3:[3(1' Hmra]ﬂ )

in statecraft, the order is reversed. The poop]g must live first, Lben
only can . they be of assistance to the community as a Whole Food is
the prime necessity, and food is the basis of continuity and - proﬂress
The questions mooted here have reference to a time of. distress and
degeneration. So the abstract rule of right is bound to be mod_lﬁed‘ by
exigencies of practical experience and praﬁctica] considerafion When
timnes are out of ]omt weaker souls seek refuge in the more dBSpondent
type of Bhakt: (Wrﬁf) or Luu‘ender to the divine will. But . the
Mahabharata does mot encourage this attitude of helplecsness The
principle laid down is the welfare of the entire community or of the
society as a whole, T'he final decision is to be- reachevd;b.y an appeal to
reason, and judgment. " While Dharma or moral law is:—the foundation
of the State, the Exchequer is its sine qua non. Mere high-sounding
principles, if not backed by the exchequer, can only end in confusion

S

and futlhty

Therefore, the exchequer should be . made -~ full for the purpose
of helping the poor and the helpless. Any repression or suffering
involved in this process is not to be taken into account. - Forithe" good
of the people, for eocial well-being, for -true - social. welfare; evén
~ oppression of the rich is justified. The injunction is to extort- money
by all means because money is necessary for social ‘welfare. - The final
. dictum is that the resources of the world are for the .good people -and
' ot for dishonest persons who misappropriate everything to themsélves.
Dharma, understood as a whole, means that the dishonest rich “'should
be expropriated and their wealth should be the méans for the stibsis:
tence of the people suffering from honest poverty.” These are, in short,
the recommendations of the Apaddha'rma Parvan- of. the Great Iuplc
in times of distress and difficulties. -

Revolutions oceur in human? hls’soly és ‘the result of social
maladjustment and’ the indefensible character of privilege and vested
" interests in social -constitution. When remedies are: not found or
provided for manifest social injustice and social \ivrongs social upheaval
is bound to foliow. = Bhisma, warns Yudhisthira in memorable and
powerful passages in ‘the Saiiti Parvan that Budra or the God of
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Destruction takes his birth in such conditions of intolerable social
suffering. It is the sin of men that is responsible for the advent of
Rudra; he does not descend from heaven or from any unknown quarter
of the earth. His appearance can be surmised or predicted, although
his advent is of the nature of a terrible whirlwind, or of a
sudden conflagration, or of the bursting of the cloud with the thunder-
bolt. Rudra then does rot discriminate between the honest and the
dishonest—between the good and the bad. Dishonest persons are
punished for their crimes, and so-called honest men suffer, perbaps for
their silence, for their failure to speak out, for their acquiescence in the
prevailing social disorder. Rudra now becomes a heavy steam-roller
which crushes ruthlessly human beings in all disastrous revolutions.
The clear, unambiguous and empbatic verdict of the Mahabharata is:

uri: iR framdsfaden
aal 2! STAs 37 aw: |
uT: grar ¥Rt €8
Aq: w=te araETyd feata o
AT TS §IA AAIATH
o @ 3¢ uiRd v vf@m)
AU TEAH TGHTE:
FGA: TEAH TURE |
Rudra is, therefore, man-made. He has his origin in the hearts

of men (HTHT LARAO] HTHHWTI[). His role as a destroyer becomes

possible only because of the sins of men (o a1a f}."qnﬁ\‘rsﬁﬁ‘@q).
Disaster can only be averted by creating conditions of good life for all
in society, by healing measures, and finally by evolving a socialistic
pattern of society, This is, in sum and substance, the socialist
tradition in the Mahabharala.

24014
17 JuL 1968 3



