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ocialism is not a western
S creed transplanted in

India by the zealous

socialistsorcommunists.
It is as old as Vedic culture. Our
ancient literature, culture, traditions,
organisation of society and concept
of property and state are all imbued
with the spirit of socialism or social
justice.
Concept of Property
Ancient Indian philosophers and
Lawgivers fully recognised the
natural instinct in man for acquiring,
possessing and owning property.
In the Shukra-Niti it is made clear
that “one should pursue learning
by moments and wealth by
grains. The moments and grains
are not to be left out by man who
wants learning and wealth. Daily
acquisition of wealth is good for
life, children and friends and also
for charity. So long there is wealth
one is respected by all.” Individuals
were required to earn wealth by
righteous means; they were not
allowed to grab what belonged to
others. There was no such thing as
absolute private property. According
to the Social theory propounded by
Vijnaneshwara "all property was
a trust held for the sake of public
welfare and the trustee was always
to- remember that his right was valid
as long as he was faithful to the
conditions of trust and not a minute
longer." The Bhagwat Puran (VII-
14-8) prescribes: “Only that much
is the ownership of man, by which
he can just maintain himself. One
who tries to grab more, is a thief and
deserves punishment.”
The state had right of appropriating
property for the benefit of society.
Brahaspati is of the view that "a
rich man who does not spend
his wealth on building assembly
hails, watersheds, temples, tanks,
gardens, for the maintenance of
orphans and the poor—his wealth
should be confiscated and he should
be banished from the country.”
Manu has gone a step further in
laying down that “iwo persons
should be drowned in water after
being tied with heavy stones—a
Brahman who does not preach and
a rich man who does not give.” The
Bhagwat Gita (lll,(12), preaches :
"He who enjoys the gifts bestowed
by them (gods) without giving in
return, is undoubtedly a thief.” With
constant hammering of these ideas
acquisitions of property lost all its
capitalistic implications and was
utilised for social welfare alone.
Social Organisation
Ancient Indians did not believe
in absolute equality which was
discarded even in Russia after a
few years of experimentations after
the Bolshevik Revolution. They
believed in equality of opportunity
for all irrespective of caste or creed.
In the Rig Veda (X, 117, 9,) it is
written: "The hands, though both
alike, differ in functions. The yield of

Socialist Pattern of Society
in Ancient India
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sister milch-kine is unequal. Twins
even differ in their strength and
vigour and even two of one family
differ in their bounty.” Keeping
this in view they divided the whole
society into four sectors, Brahaman,
Kshatriya, Vaisya, and Sudra, on
the basis of qualities possessed by
each individual. They had to perform
different functions according to their
temperament and predilections.
Worth, not birth, determined one's
caste.

The Brahamans were not bound
together by ties of birth. There is
absolutely nothing to prove that, as
in later days, none but the son of a
Brahaman could belong to this class.
Taittiriya—Samhita declares, “He
who has learning is the Brahaman
rishi." The Kshatriyas, along with
Brahamans, enjoyed special
rights and privileges apart from all
classes. Many Buddhist texts reveal
that Brahamans and Kshatriyas
tilled the soil and took to trade and
menial work if they did not possess
requisite qualifications. Their rank
was not a closed rank.

Men who possessed certain type of
supernatural ability to acquire wealth
were deemed as Vaisyas. They did
not form a homogeneous group.
They were too large in number and
too varied in nature. They were, in
fact, a conglomeration of different
groups of people following different
professions. The division of society
was based on socialistic lines. They
had to earn money to provide for
themselves, the Brahamans, the
Kshatriyas and the Sudras. They
were morally and legally bound
to pay one-twelfth to one-sixth of
their produce of agriculture towards
state revenues; about one-tenth of
their total income to Brahamans by
way of charities, some part to the
Sudras and pay heavy taxes on
trade and commerce. After paying
all these dues very little was left with
them. The policy of the state was to
encourage equitable distribution of
wealth and discourage capitalistic
economy and hoarding of wealth in
fewer hands.

Attainment of Moksha was the
ultimate aim of life of all classes.
It could be attained by Yajna or
sacrifice. In the Bhagwat Gita
emphasis is laid on sacrificial life
dedicated to the service of mankind.
In the Rig Veda gods are asked to
transfer wealth of the impious to the
sacrifice. The attitude of the people
towards sacrifice is manifested
in the Yajur Veda : "May my rice
plants and my barley, my beans
and my sesamum, my kidney
beans and my vetches, my millet
and other small cormns, my wheat
and my lentils prosper by sacrifice."

(XVIIl, 12) People had no morbid
love of money. It was needed
for performing Yajna and social
welfare. A person who tried to hoard
wealth was not respected by others,
“In vain does the fool hoard wealth.
This wealth shall verily prove his
ruin. He entertains no comrades
and no friends. All sin becomes he
who eats with no partaker.” (Rig
Veda X, 117, 6.) This philosophy
of life was supplemented by the
teachings of Bhagwat Gita (lll, 13):
“The virtuous who partake of what
is left after sacrifice, are absolved of
all sins. Those sinful ones, who cook
for the sake of nourishing their body
alone, eat only sin." Their profoundly
spiritual outlook on life combined
with system of taxation made them
true socialists whose only aim of
life was to attain salvation through
social welfare.

Agrarian Organisation

People lived mainly in Vvillages
which were managed by the village
Councils or Panchayats. The
Headman of the village was selected
by the people and not by the king.
There were peasant-proprietors
whose main source of livelihood was
agriculture. The state encouraged
socialistic tendencies by framing
rules and regulations which effected
the sale and the ownership of land.
The ownership of cultivable land
was vested in private individuals or
families but they were not allowed
to sell it without prior permission of
the neighbours and Village Council.
The rules were so framed that they
tended to bring about parity of
weaith among the peasants. The
waste-land belonged to the state in
theory but it was generally disposed
of according to the wishes of the
village or town councils. Those who
possessed more land than they
could easily cultivate would lease
it to the tenants who got 33 % to
50 % of the gross produce for their
labour. A close study of the records,
inscriptions or Smiritis reveal that
there is no mention of big Zamindars
anywhere. There was no sharp
cleavage between the rich and poor
peasants.

Industrial Organisation

Indian goods were known all over the
world for their exquisite beauty and
elegance. They were manufactured
by artisans and craftsmen who
were scattered all over the country.
The economy of the country was
based on small scale and cottage
industries. Some passages in the
Brihad-Aranyak-opanishad (600
B.C.) refer to a fairly developed form
of corporate activity in economic life.
Both Buddhist and Brahamanical
literature and inscriptions reveal
that men following similar means of

livelihood usually formedthemselves
into economic corporations called
Srenis or Pugas which correspond
to the guilds in Mediaeval Europe.
There were guilds not only of
merchants and bankers but also of
manualworkerslikeoilmen, weavers,
masons and bamboo-workers. In
the Muga-pakkha Jataka we find
a -reference to the eighteen guilds
which existed at that time. Kautilya
refers to a class of Kshatriya-guilds
in Kamboja and Surashtra countries
which lived upon both war and
trade. At Barah 274 sealings were
found of the joint guild of bankers,
traders and transport merchants
having its membership spread over
a large number of towns and cities
in northern India.

Kautilya lays down specific rules
regarding guilds of labourers and
day-workers. Any person who
persistently neglected his share of
work was thrown out of the guild.
Any member who was guilty of
a giaring offence was treated as
a condemned criminal. The total
earnings were to be equally divided
among all the members of the guild
unless its usage dictated otherwise.
In Yajnavalky-Sambhita itis laid down
that everything acquired by a man
while engaged in business of the
guild, including the gifts from kings
and other persons, must be paid to
the guild itself; anybody failing to do
so of his own accord was liable to
pay fine to the tune of eleven times
its value.

There was a house or an assembly
where the members of the guild
assembled to transact public
businessfromtimetotime. Therewas
liberty of speech and every member
had full right to express his views
without fear or favour. The president
of the guild and executive officers
who conducted the business of the
guild were ultimately responsible
to this assembly. it appears from
Mitramisra that the inclusion of
new members of the guild or the
exclusion of old members from its
fold depended upon the assent
of the guild assembly. The guilds
wielded considerable executive and
judicial authority. They were entitled
to arbitrate on certain occasions
even between the members and
their wives. It shows that there
was considerable decentralisation
of powers and democratic set up
in industry in ancient India. What
Guild Socialists like AJ. Penty;
S.G. Hobson and G.D.H. Cole want
in twentieth century was already
practised in ancient India hundreds
of years ago.

Totalitarian State

A close examination of the
Mahabharata and Arthasastra
shows that the ancient, state was
a totalitarian state in the sense that
it embraced the whole human life,
both here and
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hereafter. It held the ring for the
interplay of social farces, intellectual
activities, spiritual traditions and
economic enterprise. The activities
of the state in Mauryan period
included security of life and property,
administration of justice, economic
control, nationalisation of trade and
industry, social customs and strict
observance of, rules prescribed by
religion. The state encouraged arts
and learning by extending patronage
to scholars, artists, musicians and
physicians. The state maintained
hospitals, rest houses and charity
halls to help the helpless, orphans,
pregnant women and new-born

babies. The state had to provide,
manage and regulate highways
and state-roads, shop-paths and
cremation paths. It was the duty of
the state to relieve distress caused
by floods, pestilence, locusts,
famines and earthquakes. Kautilya
has even prescribed conditions
under which divorce, separation,
second or subsequent marriages
could take place. He has even
given detailed provisions for safe-
guarding the honour and chastity of
women, the safety of immature girls,
relations of lovers and professions
of prostitutes, conditions to promote
true religion and the age and

circumstances under which a man
could renounce the world.

The state exercised considerable
control on trade and industry. The
state had a monopoly of industries
which depended upon costly, risky
and pioneering enterprise. The
mines of gold, silver, diamonds,
precious stones, lead copper, tin,and
iron ore were nationalised. It had a
monopoly in the manufacture of salt
forwhichitgrantedlicencesto private
lessees. The armament industry,
coinage, building of boats and ships
were government monopolies. The
state spinning-house turned out
cotton, silk, wool and jute products.
The state controlled weights and
measures, punished smuggling and
adulteration of goods. Professions

and occupations were also kept
under strict supervision by the state.
It issued trade licences to traders:
physicians had to report all cases of
grave iliness to the government and
penalty was imposed upon them if
death occurred in unreported case.
All this was done for the welfare of
the people. We know very little about
the difficuities faced by the people
when government officials enforced
these rules and regulations and how
far they were actually enforced in
vahious parts of the country. But the
very fact that they are mentioned in
the literature of that period shows
that the government was alive to the
dangers of uncontrolled economy.
)
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