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In this Block, we deal with the social organisation of the Hindus. Generally speaking,
the process of doing things in an orderly fashion is called organisation. When we
speak of social organisation, we talk about the arrangement of actions which conform
with the norms and values of society. Thus, to understand the social organisation of a
particular society, in this case Hindu society, we need to study the systematic
ordering of social relations, including changes that have taken place over time in
them. The Block consists of four Units. Unit 1 is about the relevance of Varna
Vyavastha. Unit 2 explains four stages of Ashrama Vyavastha. The goals of life i.e.
Purusarthas are discussed in Unit 3. Unit 4 analyses the doctrine of Karma.
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1.1

INTRODUCTION

The main objective of the unit is to give a brief description on Varna vyavastha.
Varna is the law of heredity. Varna is not a thing that is superimposed on Hindus, but
men who were trustees for their welfare discovered the law for them. It is not a
human invention, but an immutable law of nature- the statement of a tendency that is
ever present and at work like Newton’s law of gravitation. Hindu social organization
is based on Varna as a classification of different systems of culture. This Unit enables
the learner to understand the origins of the concept of Varna, its significance in the
Vedic and Post-Vedic period, and its nuances.
1.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying thus Unit, you will be able to:
 Understand the bases of Hindu social organization;
 Explore the Varna Vyavastha in Hindu social organization;
 Outline the relevance of Varna Vyavastha in Indian society.
1.3

RELIGIOUS CONCEPTS AND HINDU SOCIAL ORGANIZATION

Hinduism is one of the oldest religions in the world. It is a religion followed by
several racial and ethnic groups. The Hindu sacred texts deal with the ethical
behaviour of an individual of a family and of society in general. They also discuss
and prescribe rules of administration, politics, statesmanship, legal principles and
statecraft. The rules of conduct apply to personal and social life. Here, we will discuss
only some religious concepts, which provide an understanding of the ways in which
Hindu society is organised.
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1.3.1 Bases of Hindu social Organization
The Hindus believe in a number of features of Hindu social organization. Prof. Y.
Singh holds that the normative principles of Hinduism are based on beliefs, ideas,
liberalism, being and becoming, creation and destruction, utilitarianism and spiritual
transcendence. Broadly speaking, the bases of Hindu Social Organization may be
viewed as follows:
i)

The Life Cycle

A life of righteousness for a Hindu is possible through the fourfold scheme of
practical endeavour. It comprises the concepts of Dharma, Artha, Kama and Moksha.
The Hindus undergo the process of lifecycle. The concept of Karma implies that a
Hindu is born into a particular social group or caste or family on the basis of his
actions in the previous life. Related to these four concepts are the concepts of karma
and samsara. Depending upon one’s deeds (Karma) one is able to reach the stage of
moksha or liberation. The stage of moksha or liberation is a term for describing the
end of the cycle of birth and rebirth. The cycle of birth and rebirth is known as
samsara. The Hindus believe that each human being has a soul and that this soul is
immortal. It does not perish at the time of death. The process of birth and rebirth goes
on until moksha is attained. This cycle of transmigration is also known as samsara,
which is the arena where the cycle of birth and rebirth operates. One’s birth and
rebirth in a particular state of existence is believed by the Hindus to be dependent on
the quality of one’s deeds (Karma). For a Hindu, the issue of liberation is of
paramount significance (Prabhu 1979: 43-48).
ii)

Harmony

Various aspects of social life like religion, rituals, beliefs etc. are interrelated and
interconnected. It is also said that a person performs action mentally (manas), through
spoken words (bachhan) and through body reactions (karmaya). The whole of action
springs out of these three interrelated aspects of the personality system.
iii)

Hierarchy

Hierarchy is also one of the bases of Hindu social organization. Hindus follow
hierarchical trend in the caste system as well as in the charismatic quality or gunas
such as ‘Sattva’, ‘Rajas’ and ‘Tamas’. Sattva refers to the brightness and virtues and
is possessed by the sages and Brahmins. It is of the highest type and the most virtuous
among all the three gunas. The ‘Rajas’ comes next to the ‘Sattva’. It refers to
passionate commitment to action. Kshatriyas possess this ‘Rajas’ guna. ‘Tamas’ is
the lowest type of guna, possessed by the Sudras. It is associated with dullness and
impels profane inclinations. The Hindu value system is also not free from the
principle of hierarchy. In respect of the ‘Purusarthas’, hierarchical order is also
found. Dharma is the highest goal of life which refers to moral obligations in the
realm of social, religious and cultural sphere. Then next is ‘Artha’ which indicates the
accumulation of wealth. The third goal of life is ‘Kama’ which refers to the pursuit of
sex or enjoyment. The ultimate value of life is ‘Moksha’ which refers to the
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achievement of salvation. Kama is given the lowest priority in Purusarthas.
iv)

Segmental Division of Society

On the basis of division of labour and different privileges of various groups, the
Hindu society is divided into different segments. The division of labour is based on
the charismatic qualities (gunas) of individuals; ‘Sattva’ is considered the highest and
the most virtuous among the ‘gunas’. It is associated with the sages and Brahmins;
‘Sattva’ is followed by ‘Rajas’ which represent passionate commitment to action and
power. Kshatriyas belong to this guna. Last guna, ‘Tamas’ is occupied by the
Shudras.
v)

The Concept of Purity and Pollution

The idea of purity and pollution has sufficiently influenced the Hindu social life.
Purity and pollution are considered important on occasions like birth, marriage,
menstruation, death, offering of prayer etc. The concept of purity has got wider
implications. It is not only confined to the action of men, but also extends to their
level of thinking. Thinking ill of others is also considered as impure and sinful.
Violation of the rules necessitates purification rites.
vi)

Monolithic Character

Hinduism is not a uniform monolithic religion which believes in single God. The
religion worships many Gods and Goddesses.
vii)

Male Ascendancy

The Hindu society has always accorded emphasis on male. Indian society is
patriarchal and the male ascendancy has been unquestionably accepted by all
throughout ages. This is not to say that women are not respected among the Hindus
but it only indicates that males had dominated the social and religious life of the
Hindus throughout the ages.
1.3.2 Relevance of Hindu Social Structure
The belief in karma and dharma has direct relevance to Hindu social organisation,
which is based on an arrangement of castes into a graded order. This hierarchy, in
turn, is linked with the quality of one’s karma. One can say that if one’s actions are
good, one will be born in a higher caste in the next birth. Hindu society is supposed to
be governed by rather strict rules of caste behaviour. There are, on the other hand,
some general rules governing the behaviour of all members irrespective of caste.
Castes coexist with different norms of behaviour and continuity with the past in terms
of one’s actions in the previous birth. Whatever position one may be born into, one
must fulfil the functions, without attachment, without hatred and resentment.
Whatever may be one’s dharma, its performance through one’s karma brings
blessings.
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Each person has a duty (Dharma) appropriate to one’s caste and one’s station in life.
As mentioned before, the term Dharma refers to honest and upright conduct or
righteous action. Dharma has two aspects; one normative and the other naturalistic.
The normative aspect refers to duty or path to be followed. The naturalistic meaning
implies the essential attributes or nature, for example, the dharma or nature of water is
to flow. The Hindus believe that one must follow one’s Dharma to achieve ultimate
liberation from the cycle of births and deaths in this world. An individual belongs to a
family and a caste group and has to perform his or her Dharma (in the sense of its
naturalistic aspect) accordingly. The main aim of following one’s Dharma is to
eventually achieve Moksha or liberation. Dharma relates not only to the caste but also
to the different stages in one’s life. As part of following one’s Dharma a Hindu goes
through the life cycle rituals which are carried out in the context of marriage, family
and caste. Let us now look at the size and spread of the Hindu community in India.
Check Your progress Exercise 1.1
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1. What is Varna? Use three lines for your answer.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………

1.4

VARNA VYAVASTHA

The broader aspects of activities in the sphere of economy and polity form a very
important part of social life. For a Hindu, these activities take place within the context
of a Hindu view of life. A Hindu is born into a jati (caste) and follows his dharma in
this birth to improve the future birth. A discussion of the divisions of the Hindu
community into the Varna categories and caste groups would provide us a framework
to look at the bases of the politico-economic activities of the Hindus.
This section intends to familiarise the learner with the origins of the concept of
Varna. This will enable us to understand the background of the subject matter.
Brahmano’ sya mukham asid bahu rajanyah pritah!
Uru tal asya yad vaisyah padbhyam sudro ajayata!! (Rigveda, X. 90.12)
In the Rigveda, the earliest work in human history three classes of society are very
frequently mentioned, and named Brahma, Kshatra, and Visha. The first two
represented broadly the two professions of the poet-priest and the warrior-chief. The
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third division was apparently a group comprising all the common people. It is only in
one of the later hymns, the celebrated Purushasukta that a reference has been made to
four orders of society as emanating from the sacrifice of the Primeval Being. The
names of those four orders are given there as Brahmana, Rajanya, Vaishya, and
Shudra, who are said to have come respectively from the mouth, the arms, the thighs,
and the feet of the Creator. The particular limbs associated with these divisions and
the orders in which they are mentioned probably indicate their status in the society of
the time, though no such interpretation is directly given in the hymn.
The Sanskrit term Varna is derived from the root ‘vri’ which means choice or to
choose. This is contrary to the assumption that ‘Varna’ denotes colour and hence
signifies qualities of some one. In the context of social hierarchies, it means social
arrangement. At later stages the word ‘varna’ came to be used for the four social
classes i.e. Brahmana (scholarly community), Kshartiya (warriors or political
community), Vaishya (mercantile community) and Shudra (service providing
community).There was nothing like higher or lower varna in the Vedic period. The
divisions of society into four varnas or four orders were based on the division of
labour.
Brahman acted as priest, Kshatriyas as rulers and fighters, Vaishyas as traders and
shudras as service class. Each Varna worshipped different deities and followed
different rituals. This difference was because each group had to achieve different
object according to its occupational role. Brahmins wanted maximum holy luster for
which they worshipped agni (fire) and recited gayatri mantras. Kshatriyas wanted
physical strength for which they worshipped Indra and recited Trishubh mantras.
Vaishyas wanted cattle wealth for which they worshipped Visvedevas and recited
Jagati mantras. But there were no restrictions on the matrimonial alliances or social
relations or even on the change of membership from one varna to another.
This origin of the four classes is repeated in most of the later works with slight
variations and interpretative additions. The Taittiriya Samhita, for example, ascribes
the origins of those four classes to the four limbs of the Creator and adds an
explanation. The Brahmins are declared to be the chief because they were created
from the mouth, punning on the word ‘mukha’ (‘mouth’ and ‘chief’). The Brahmans’
only duties are to study and teach the Vedas, to offer sacrifices and to offer, and
above all to receive, gifts. The Rajanyas are vigorous because they were created from
vigour. It is the duty of the Kshatriyas to give orders, to protect the people, to offer
sacrifices through the medium of Brahmans and to study the Vedas. The Vaishyas are
meant to eat, referring to their liability to excessive taxation, because they were
created from the stomach, the receptacle of food. Therefore they must raise livestock,
cultivate the soil, engage in trade, and give alms, not neglecting either the sacred rites
or the study of the written word. The Shudra, because he was created from the feet, is
to be the transporter of others and to subsist by the feet. They have only one essential
task – to serve the higher castes. Outside this system there are only barbarous or
despised peoples who have no access to the religious and social life of the Brahmanic
world, that is to say, foreigners or Mlechchhas (Muir, John, 1976, p.16). In this
particular account of the creation not only is the origin of the classes interpreted
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theologically, but also a divine justification is sought to be given to their functions
and status. The creation theory is here further amplified to account for certain other
features of these social classes. God is said to have created certain deities
simultaneously with these classes. The Vaishya class, the commoners, must have
been naturally very large, and this account explains that social fact by a reference to
the simultaneous creation of Vishvedevas, all and sundry deities, whose number is
considerable. We are told that no deities were created along with the Shudra and
hence he is disqualified for sacrifice. Here again, the social regulation which forbade
a Shudra to offer sacrifice is explained as an incidental consequence of the creation.
What all these myths had in common was the tendency to assert that the caste system
was the creation of super-human agency with separate duties.
The Brahmanic literature of the post-Vedic period, while reiterating that there are
only four varnas, mentions certain mixed castes (sankara jati) and also a group of outcast classes (antydvasayin). The sacred laws of the Aryas are designed to expound
‘varna-dharma’ i.e., the duties ostensibly of the four orders. The text-books of the
different schools may broadly be analysed into four parts. The first part, generally
very short, deals with the ‘ashramas’ (four stages in individual life) and their duties;
the second part, forming a large portion of the book, really deals with ‘varna-dharma’.
Much of the law is treated in this section under the heading, “duties of the Kshatriya”.
The two other parts deal with expiatory acts and inheritance. Though the main bulk of
the law is treated under ‘varnadharma’, the ‘Shudra’ does not figure much in these
texts. The ‘varna-dharma’ of the ‘Shudra’ is such that it does not require elaborate
regulation. It may justly be said that the ‘Shudra’ was left to himself as far as his
internal affairs were concerned. Their case is provided for by the general dictum, that
the peculiar laws of countries, castes, and families may be followed in the absence of
sacred rules (Vasishtha, 1882, p.4). The other classes are considered derivative, and
therefore so much beneath notice that only four-fold humanity is always alluded to
and prevention of the confusion of these castes (varnasaiikara) is considered as an
ideal necessity. Mixtures of castes is regarded to be such a great evil that it must be
combated even though the Brahmins and the Vaishyas have to resort to arms, a
function which is normally sinful for them. As the outcastes were deprived of the
right to follow the lawful occupations of the twice-born men, and after death, of the
rewards of meritorious deeds, it follows that the lawgivers had no concern for them.
They were enjoined to live together and fulfil their purposes, sacrificing for each
other and confining other relations to themselves.
Among the four varnas, the old distinction of Arya and Shudra now appears
predominantly as Dvija and Shudia, though the old distinction is occasionally
mentioned. The first three varnas are called Dvijas (twice-born) because they have to
go through the initiation ceremony which is symbolic of rebirth. This privilege is
denied to the Shudra who is therefore called ‘ekajati’ (once-born). The word ‘jati’
which is here used for ‘varna’, henceforward is employed more often to mean the
numerous sub-divisions of a ‘varna’.
It is also the vernacular term for a ‘caste’. A rigorous demarcation of meaning
between ‘varna’ and ‘jati’, the former denoting the four large classes and the latter
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only their subdivision cannot, however, be maintained. The word is sometimes
indiscriminately used for ‘varna’.
The pre-eminence of the Brahmin was so great that the Mahabharata declared that
really speaking there was only one ‘varna’, viz., the Brahmin and the other varnas
were merely its modifications (Mahabharata, Shanti Parva, 50, 90). Though Gautama
quotes the Vedic texts which declare that the Kshatriyas assisted by the Brahmins
prosper, and that the union of the two alone upholds the moral order, yet he lays down
that when a king and a Brahmin pass along the same road the road belongs to the
Brahmin and not to the king. Vasishtha declares that the Brahmin’s King is Soma.
The Mahabharata goes even further, and emphasises the subordinate position of the
Kshatriya, whose only support is pronounced to be the Brahmin.
The Mahabharata says that the Shudra can have no absolute property, because his
wealth can be appropriated by his master at will (ibid.) if the master of a Shudra has
fallen into distress, the latter shall be placed at the disposal of the poor master. The
king is enjoined to appoint only persons of the first three classes over villages and
towns for their protection.
In the Santi-parva, Bhrigu makes the following statement: “There is no difference of
caste: this world, having been at first created by Brahma entirely Brahmanic, became
(afterwards) separated into castes in consequence of works. Those twice-born men
who were fond of sensual pleasure, fiery, irascible, prone to violence, which had
forsaken their duty and were red-limbed, fell into the condition of Kshatriyas. Those
twice-born who derived their livelihood from king, who were yellow, who subsisted
by agriculture and who neglected to practise their duties, entered into the state of
Vaishyas. Those twice-born who were addicted to mischief and falsehood, who were
covetous, who lived by all kinds of work, who were black and had fallen from purity,
sank into the condition of Shudras. Being separated from each other by these works,
the Brahmans became divided into different castes.” This is different from what
Manu has said. According to Manu-Smriti every one is born a Shudra, action makes
one a dwija, and knowledge of Brahma makes one a Brahmana. According to both
Manu and Bhrigu, the divisions into Brahmana, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Shudra are
not according to birth or heredity (The Laws of Manu, 1886, p.2). It is according to
one’s own action guided by his inclination. Just as one could have become a carpenter
or a blacksmith, one could have become a Brahmana or Kshatriya by choice.
Check Your progress Exercise 1.2
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.2 Discuss briefly the varna system. Use five lines for your answer.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………….…………
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1.5

RELEVANCE OF VARNA VYAVASTHA

The aim of the four fold varna system in India was division of labour. The theory of
division of labour is one of the fundamental theories of social organization. It
propounds that for an orderly progress of work in society, it is necessary that it be
divided into classes according to natural tendencies. Thus the responsibility of
Brahmanas was to see the proper execution of works like study of knowledge and
teaching and other religious activities. The government, defense and direction of the
state were left to the Kshatriyas while the Vaishyas carried on the agriculture, dairy
farming and business. The Shudras served the other three varnas.
The varna system is a developed social system. Social stratification is found in all
societies but it is difficult to find one as systematic as the Indian varna system. The
object of this system was to put the different powers of man to proper and productive
uses in order to maintain the solid, organized and balanced state of society. Another
major advantage of the varna system was the decentralization of power.
Concentration of all power in the hands of one class may lead to exploitation and
despotism. In the varna system, the power of knowledge, power of arms, power of
wealth and power of labour were evenly distributed among the Brahmanas, the
Kshatriyas, the Vaishyas and the Shudras respectively. By keeping respect, authority
and wealth separate, the varna system saved the society from the defects of
concentration or localization of power.
In this way the varna system shows a fine synthesis of the fundamentals of social
organization, division of labour and decentralization. This convention was not severe
and was based on inherent qualities and tendencies. Here we see the technical skill of
the occupation was passed on hereditarily from generation to generation and because
of practicing the same occupation over a long period of time ‘occupational guilds’
came into existence which later on came to be known as castes. But at a later stage,
when it became the caste system we see a rigid form which lost all its good qualities.
The caste system which is said to be originated from the varna system, is very
different from it. It lost the advantages of the varna system and became detrimental to
the society. Thus we see that though the caste system was originally evolved for the
necessary classification of human duty in order to preserve the organic stability of
society, its original meaning and intention were forgotten through the passage of time.
It is necessary for everyone to have consideration for the facts of world unity and
goodwill. Humanity demands love for all, justice; fair treatment and help to the needy
and this should form the basis of society.
1.6

LET US SUM UP

In this Unit, we have given a brief idea of Varna Vyavastha in Indian society. We
have studied the social organisation of the Hindus. We began with religious concepts
like dharma, artha, kama, moksha, karma and samsara which are the basis of Hindu
social organisation. The concept of varna is seen to be closely associated with the
concept of dharma, understood in sense of universal law. Dharmasastras state that the
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society was made up of four orders, and later a fifth order was added. The first four
were the Brahman, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Shudra. The fifth order was later
identified with untouchables. This schema of social structure is traced from the
purushasukta, the tenth mandala of Rig Veda. This tenth mandala is believed to be a
later addition. The reference to Kshatriya, Vaishya and Shudra as a social category is
only found in this last mandala and is conspicuously absent in other parts of RigVeda.
1.7

GLOSSARY

Hierarchy:

Ordering of society in a rank order from top to bottom, e.g. Caste
System.

Karma:

The concept of karma refers to a belief in the efficacy of actions of a
person, either good or bad.

Moksha:

Liberation from birth and death and regaining of oneness with the
Supreme Being.

Pollution:

A state of mind and body which is connected with occupation and
caste and regarded as unclean.

Purity:

A state of ritual cleanliness associated with caste occupation.

1.8

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: THE ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

The term ‘varna’ means colour. In the religious texts, the
concept of varna is used for grading people. The Sanskrit term
varna is derived from the root ‘vri’ which means choice or to
choose. This is contrary to the assumption that ‘varna’ denotes
color and hence signifies qualities of some one. In the context
of social hierarchies, it means social arrangement.

Answer to Q.2:

At later stages the word ‘varna’ came to be used for the four
social classes i.e. Brahmana (scholarly community), Kshatriya
(warriors or political community), Vaishya (mercantile
community) and Shudra (service providing community).There
was nothing like higher or lower varna in the Vedic period. The
divisions of society into four varnas or four orders were based
on the division of labour. Brahman acted as priest, Kshatriyas
as rulers and fighters, Vaishyas as traders and shudras as
service class.
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2.1

INTRODUCTION

The present Unit discusses that the ashrama vyavastha is an aspect of the concept of
Dharma in Hinduism and also a component of the ethical theories of Indian
philosophy, where it is combined with four objectives proper to human life for
realization, happiness and spiritual liberation. It also explains about the four stages of
ashrama
vyavastha
such
as
Brahmacharyashrama,
Grihasthashrama,
Vanapprasthashrama and Sanyashrama. These four stages play important role in the
socio-moral development of the individual.
2.2

LERANING OBJECTIVES

After completion of this Unit, you will be able to:
 Explain the concept of ashrama vyavastha;
 Discuss the four stages of ashrama vyavastha;
 Analyse the relevance of ashrama vyavastha on Indian society.
2.3

ASHRAMA VYAVASTHA: THE FOUR STAGES OF LIFE

The word ‘ashrama’ is originally derived from the Sanskrit root “shrama”, meaning
‘to exert oneself’. Therefore ashrama means (i) the place where exertions are
performed and (ii) the action performing such exertions. Literally speaking, an
ashrama is a resting or halting place. The ashramas are regarded as resting places
during one’s journey on the way to final liberation which is the ultimate goal of a
Hindu. Each ashrama is conceived as a stage of life in which an individual has to train
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himself for a certain period and exert himself within the circuit of the same in order to
qualify himself for the next. As such every ‘ashrama’ is a step in the journey towards
the ultimate goal of life. According to the ashrama vyavastha, taking man’s average
age to be 100 years, life is divided into four stages of twenty five years each.
The Life of a Hindu is considered to be divisible into four stages, namely
i) Brahmacharyashrama
ii) Grihasthashrama
iii) Vanaprasthashrama
iv) Sanyasashram
It is the dharma of a Hindu to pass through these stages in one’s life. The male
members of Brahman, Kshatriya and Vaishya varna pass through four different
ashram (stages) in their life.
2.3.1 Brahmacharyashrama
The first ashram is called Brahmacharya ashram (the educational stage) from which
the fourth varna, viz., Shudra and women of the first three varna are barred
Brahmacharyashrama ends (after studentship) at marriage. Celibacy is prescribed till
marriage. This stage of life is marked by the initiation rites or upanayan ceremony.
Brahmacharyashrama literally means the leading of life according to Brahma. Life of
a man becomes disciplined only after he undergoes initiation rites i.e. ‘Upanayan’,
ceremony which gives the spiritual birth. There is also provision regarding the
particular age at which the individual gets irritated. A Brahmin is initiated at the age
of eight, Kshatriya at the age of ten and Vaishya at twelve years of age. However, it
may be postponed to twelve in case of a Brahmin, to fourteen in case of Kshatriya
and to sixteen in case of a Vaishya. But in any case, they will have to undergo
‘Upanayan’ ceremony within these age limits.
The student stays at the ‘Gurukul’ which marked the beginning of schooling in the
Vedic texts. The student not only performs his study, he is asked to perform various
types of activities assigned to him by his teacher. Such activities include collection of
alms for his teacher, looking after his cattle, collection of fuel etc. the teacher was
impressed only when his student succeeded in pleasing him by performing his
activities perfectly. As ‘Vedas’ embody the cultural traditions of the Aryans, it was
thought necessary that these traditions should be transmitted from generation to
generation.
In the Brahmacharyashrama, the most striking aspect of disciplined life of a student
was his high reverence for the teacher. The student used to go to bed after and get up
before his teacher did. The main reason behind the behaviour-pattern between teacher
and student was to restore a deep sense of regard in the mind of student to his teacher.
Dharamasastras and Manusamhita prescribed a number of rules and regulations
concerning a student’s daily routine activities and a list of qualities that fitted him for
studentship. A student had to get up early in the morning before sunrise. He was
restricted to take his meals only twice a day. Overeating was avoided. The student
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was not allowed to take meat, honey, salt, sweet things or betel leaf or food that was
stale.
In this ashrama vyavastha, the individual has to surrender his life of sense, mind and
intellect i.e. all the intellectual and emotional apparatus to the handling and moulding
by the teacher. During studentship, one was taught to restrain his senses. The control
of the senses was predominantly stressed. As such every individual going through this
stage was expected to observe complete celibacy. During this stage, the students are
marked by certain characteristics, such as growth of the body, emotional stability, etc.
2.3.2 Grihasthashrama
The second stage of life is called the Grihasthashrama. After completion of the stage
i.e. Brahmacharyashrama, the individual enters into Grihasthashrama. During this a
man rears a family, earns a living and performs his daily personal and social duties.
This is the time when he is fit to marry with the aims of ‘Dharma’, ‘Artha’ and ‘Rati’meaning religiosity, procreation and satisfaction of sexual urges respectively. The
major aim of Hindu marriage is ‘Dharma’. To fulfil his ‘Dharma’, the married man
performs five mahayajnas (five sacrifices) in the sacred fire enkindled at the time of
marriage. According to ‘Manu Samhita’, these great sacrifices were offered to
Brahmans, Pitras, Gods, Bhutas and men. Sacrifices to the Brahman were made by
the recitation of the Vedas, Pitras by ‘sraddha’ (offering of water and food), and Gods
by burnt oblations, Bhutas by ‘bali’ offerings and man by reception of guests.
In the beginning entertainment of guests was considered a moral obligation. But at the
later stage entertaining the guests was given a high honour because the guests were
equated with God. But it was Manu who looked upon it as ‘yajnas’. Various duties
were assigned to the householder in his daily round of routines. The householder
provided food to persons and animals. He was supposed to give gifts to Brahmins, fee
to students, alms to an ascetic, medicine to the sick and donation to the poor. He was
expected to feed the guests, the newly married women, infants, sick persons and
pregnant women.
According to Manu, the other three ashramas attained fulfilment through the
Grihasthashrama and lived on its help just as all the big and small rivers became fulfil
upon meeting ocean. He also held that just as all beings subsist on air, so do all beings
take life from the Grihasthashrama. The sacrifices which a householder performs in
the domestic fire have different implication and meaning. These are directed in the
interests of wider community rather than concerned with personal gain of the
sacrifice. By performing ‘panchamahayajanas’ the Grihastha broadened the scope of
his social obligations. Dharma and Praja, the more important aims of Hindu marriage,
reminded the householder, how much more he had to live for others than for himself
and that the proper utilisation of wealth consisted in distributing a part of it to serve
the needs of his fellow beings.
The Grihasthashrama is given a high place of honour of all the four ashramas. All
obligations of life, including the individual and social as well as all three ‘rinas’
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(debts)-the debt to God (deva rina), debt to the ancestors (pitra rina) and debt to the
sages (rishi rina) could be satisfied by a person living a full life in Grihastha. Along
with the glorification of Grihasthashrama in terms of its absolute superiority over all
the others, it forms a particular aspect of vision with reference to the particular
position which it occupies in the scheme of life. From the aspect of social valuation,
the Grihastha is exalted on the grounds of its lending support to other three ashramas,
the practice and cultivation of all the three Purusarthas i.e. ‘Dharma, ‘Artha’ and
‘Kama’ as well as of its direct contact with society and the consequent direct
contributions made by it to the society. So in ‘Grihasthashrama’ alone can three
purusarthas be practised together and the three ‘rinas’, such as the paternal debt, debt
towards teachers and debt towards gods can be repaid.
2.3.3 Vanaprasthashrama
After completion of the second stage ‘Gristhashrama’, a man gradually enters the
third stage of life called the Vanaprasthashrama. During this stage the householder
relinquishes his duties in the household, and devotes his time to religious pursuits.
His links with his family are weakened. During this ashram a man retires into the
forest with or without his wife leaving behind the householder’s cares and duties. At
this stage, the man begins to perform the five ‘Yajnas’ or sacrifices according to his
ability in the forest. As regards the performance of duties, this stage is more or less
similar to that of the householder. However it is very much different in respect of
discipline. Discipline is given much more importance in this ashrama. It is the
discipline that prepares a man for achieving the renunciation of familiarities and
social relations through a gradual process. He must satisfy his hunger by eating roots
and fruits available in the forest. In case non-availability of roots or fruits, for some
time, he will live on water or air. He should not touch sweet things or meat. He
should live under the open sky and should wear wet clothes in winter. He should
make no deliberate attempt to obtain bodily comforts. The hermit must maintain
celibacy, sleeping on the floor, residing under a tree, without any attachment to where
he happens to reside. He should not accept charity from others. Along with the
discipline of the body which is thought necessary for the sublimation of his
instinctive and intellectual life, he should widen the scope of sympathy from narrow
family bounds and village to humanity at large. In addition, he should utilise his time
in studying Upanishads and Vedas and practise penances for purging of his body. The
qualities and virtues he needed to cultivate as a hermit are self-restraint, friendliness,
charity and compassionate attitude towards all created. The presence of the wife in
the forest is permitted in order to facilitate the performance of his social duties. The
hermit through his duties ceased to be a member of family, village and home but
above all he is considered as a member of wider society. He may not participate in
various matters of group, but his obligations and duties to society persisted. It is a life
devoted to meditation and contemplation, a life of enquiry and searching. In this
stage, ‘Dharma’ and ‘Moksha’ are the main concern of life.
2.3.4 Sanyasashrama
The final phase of a Hindu’s life begins with the stage known as the Sanyasashrama.
In this stage, one attempts to totally withdraw oneself from the world and its cares by
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going to the forest and spending the rest of life in pursuit of moksha. Manu enjoined
that the men enter this stage immediately after the ‘Grihasthashrama’. Quoting from
Jabala Sruti, Kullukabhatta said “one should complete ‘Bramacharya’ and enter
‘Grihastha’s order, after the ‘grihastha’ stage is completed. A person is also allowed
to enter ‘Sanyashrama’ either after ‘Vanaprasthashrama’ or directly after
‘Grihasthashrama’. At the time of entering this stage, a person takes the vow that ‘I
have completely, from this day, bidden farewell to all desires and anxieties regarding
son, wealth and the world”. As regards he should beg once in a day. He must not want
to get a large quantity of alms. He should go to bed when people have finished their
meals, when no smoke ascends from kitchen, when the leftovers in the dishes have
been removed. He should not feel unhappy when he cannot obtain something or
rejoice when he obtains something. He should not insult anybody and should have
patience to bear hard words. He should not become anyone’s enemy. He should have
cordial attitudes towards others. He should not tell lie and always utter truth. He
should not show anger against an angry man. He should care neither for living nor
death. By restraint of his senses, by destruction of love and hatred and by abstention
from injuring creatures, he becomes fit for immortality. A person recognises the
supreme souls by deep meditation. By passing through the ‘Sanyashrama’ all the sins
of man are washed away and destroyed. Through meditation and contemplation man
attains the ultimate end or goal termed as “Moksha”.
The four stages of a Hindu’s life just described are together called the varnashrama
system. There is an ideal scheme, which correlates the varnashrama phases to ages at
which a particular ashram begins. However, it is the endeavour that is important and
not the age at which this begins. Thus Hinduism permits young unmarried sanyasi, as
well as those who never go beyond grihasthashrama. Thus there is nothing
compulsory about living life in the varnashrama scheme. It is, however, highly
recommended (Prabhu 1979:73-100).
At present most Hindus do not systematically go through the varnashrama. They do,
however, accept these stages to be the ideal ways in which a Hindu should spend his
life. Like the four varna, the four stages of life are models. In real life, we find that
occupations associated with each varna are not followed precisely in accordance with
what is written in the sacred texts. Today a Brahman may be employed in a shoe
company, selling shoes to all the customers irrespective of their varna or caste. As we
said before, the Hindus are divided into castes or jati which are hereditary groups.
Check Your progress Exercise 2.1
Note:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.

Q.1 What is Ashrama Vyavastha? State the stages of Ashrama Vyavastha.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
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2.4

RELEVANCE OF ASHRAMA VYAVASTHA

The ashrama scheme of life deals with various stages of life and describes that certain
actions are to be performed at certain stages of life. The ashramas are the resting
places where exertions are made and the prescribed duties are performed. The
ashrama vyavastha indicates that the journey of life is very long and an individual
needs different stages for resting in his long journey, towards the ultimate goal of life
i.e. the salvation or attainment of ‘Moksha’. Thus the ashrama system, in its social
implication, tells us about the ultimate goal of life. In the Mahabharat, the references
have been made to the duties in ashramas. Kautilya has also mentioned that it should
be the duties of king to see that his subjects follow the four ‘ashramas’ and Kautilya
has also made provisions to be followed in case of violation of the code of conduct of
the ashramas. He apprehended that the society would come to an end due to chaotic
situation. Therefore, people should follow the code of conduct as laid down in
ashramas. P. H. Prabhu holds that “the ashrama system should be considered as not
only the means to further the best ends of organizational stability but also social
progress”. The Hindu ashrama system thus entails an integral approach to human life.
It provides the base for the realization of all the purusarthas such as ‘Dharma’,
‘Artha’, ‘Kama’ and ‘Moksha’. It makes provision for all round development of
moral, material, emotional and spiritual aspects of an individual. The whole ashrama
scheme deals with the nurture or training of the individual and the purpose of training
is such that man is able to discharge all his social obligations effectively and at the
same time be in a position to enable himself to attain Moksha or salvation. Ashrama
system of life maintains the balance between social and personal development. In the
first stage of life, Brahmacharyashrama, the students have to maintain strict ethical
life through certain spiritual practices. This will make the students faithful towards
their teachers.
In these modern days these four ashramas cannot be completely revived in their letter,
but they can be revived in their spirit, to the great improvement of modern life. Today
the brahmachari life or period is passed or spent in school or college, instead of the
ashrama of the guru. The grihastha ideal is commenced at marriage. It is very largely
followed in its sense of duty and responsibility, in its discharge of religious
obligations, in its balanced ordering of life, and in its recognition of all claims and
debts. Today the third ashrama cannot be lived in the forest by many, and the fourth
ashrama is beyond the reach of most. Yet, the idea of gradual withdrawal from
worldly life, the idea of meditation, study and worship, and the main duties of life can
be carried out well.
2.5

LET US SUM UP

In this Unit, we have discussed that ashrama dharma stands for individual
development in society, and economic aspect of society. The term ‘Ashrama’ means
‘a’ – all around or intensive and ‘srama’- means to exert oneself. It stands for labour.
Ashrama thus means an all-round training and development of the individual. It also
means a stage, a way in the journey of life. According to Vedic thought, life is
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divided into four stages or Ashramas. The four stages are brahmacharya: studenthood,
grahastha – householder, vanaprastha – stage of detachment, and sannyasa – stage of
renunciation.
2.6

GLOSSARY

Artha:

Activities pertaining to the economic aspects of life. e.g.,
earning a livelihood.

Brahmacharyashrama: That stage in life, which is associated with studentship and
celibacy.
Dharma:

Good, upright, and righteous conduct.

Grihasthashrama:

The stage of the householder, earning a living and rearing a
family.

Hierarchical:

An order of ranking which goes from top to bottom, or vice
versa. The caste is an example of this kind of ranking.

Jati:

Caste groups arranged in a hierarchical order. There are very
many jatis in India, running into thousands.

Karma:

The concept of karma refers to a belief in the efficacy of
actions of a person, either good or bad.

Moksha:

Liberation from birth and death and regaining of oneness with
the Supreme Being.

Sanyasashrama:

That stage in life when free from family life one devotes
oneself solely to deeds leading to moksha.

Vanaprasthashrama: The life of a forest wanderer who lives a detached life free
from all bondages. This is a stage before sanyasa.

2.7

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: THE ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

Ashrama thus means an all-round training and development of
the individual. It also means a stage, a way in the journey of
life. According to Vedic thought, life is divided into four stages
or Ashramas. The four stages are Brahmacharyashrama:
studenthood,
Grihasthashrama
–
householder,
Vanaprasthashrama – stage of detachment, and Sanyasashrama
– stage of renunciation.
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3.1

INTRODUCTION

In the previous Units, we have discussed the Varnashrama Vyavastha and its
relevance in Indian society. The Unit discusses another base of Hindu social
organization i.e. Purusartha. These are concerned with the understanding,
justification, management and conduct of affairs of the individual’s life in relation to
the group in and through Ashramas. Purusarthas are also considered as psycho-moral
bases of ‘ashram’ system.
3.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit, you will be able to:
 Make familiar with the goals of life;
 Identify the relationship between Purusarthas and Ashramas;
 Describe Dharma, Artha, Kama and Moksha as Purusartha.
3.3

THE GOALS OF LIFE: PURUSARTHAS

The idea of Purusartha, or the goal of life, has played a very vital role in the history of
Indian thought. The term ‘Purusartha’ literally signifies “what is sought by men”, so
that it may be taken as equivalent to a human end or purpose. We know that a man,
like other living beings, act instinctively; but he can also do so deliberately. This
means he can consciously set before himself ends, and work for them. It is this
conscious pursuit that transforms them into Purusarthas. Thus even the ends which
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man shares with other animal, like food and rest, may become Purusartha provided
they are sought knowingly. We may thus define a Purusartha as an end which is
consciously sought to be accomplished either for its own sake or for the sake of
utilizing it as a means to the accomplishment of further end or goal. The word
‘Purusartha’ consists of two words, viz, ‘purusa’ meaning person and ‘artha’ meaning
aim or end. Hence, as defined earlier, Purusartha means aim or goal of human life.
The Purusarthas that have been recognized in India from very early times are four:
Dharma (duty), Artha (wealth), Kama (pleasure), and Moksha (liberation). Of the
four, dharma and moksha are the one that man ought to seek but ordinarily does not;
while artha and kama are the one that man is naturally inclined to seek (Sneha, 2010).
The Purusarthas serve as pointers in the life of a human being. They are based on the
vision of God which is evident in the creation He manifested and which can be
followed by man to be part of that vision and in harmony with His aims. His worlds
are established on the principles of dharma. They are filled with the abundance of
material and spiritual beings and energies, who seek fulfilment by achieving their
desires and liberation. Since man is God in his microcosmic aspect, he too should
emulate God and manifest the same reality in his own little world. He should pursue
the same aims, experience life in its fullness and be an instrument of God by serving
the purpose for which he has been created.
3.3.1 Dharma
The Indian expression of right activities is dharma. In Mahabharata, it is mentioned as
an ethical concept, defined as that which is right and good. In Mimamsa, dharma is a
means to the attainment of certain ends. This means that, ends like Artha and Kama
should be acquired through righteousness, honesty and straightforwardness. One may,
in fact, possess Artha through stealing and can become rich and through it can get all
pleasures of life. But is this the dharma of a person? In Mahabharata, dharma is stated
as that which upholds the society. Dharma is duty. It is the higher good to achieve the
highest i.e., Moksha. In all stages of a man’s life either as a student or as a
householder, as a forest dweller or an ascetic, dharma has to be accepted as
paramount. An IAS officer has got lots of riches, money and pleasures in his life, but
these are to be acquired by doing his duty with sincerity and honesty, and not with
bribery, corruption or other mal-practices; only then it will add meaning to his life,
otherwise Artha and Kama without dharma would be meaningless. Dharma is the
most important urge and should be developed to regulate both Artha and Kama. If
dharma is the common regulator, Moksha or liberation, is the common aim, though
difficult to attain. Under the wise regulation of dharma, desire has to be satisfied and
wealth has to be produced and well used. But all the three urges have to be so
adjusted and regulated as to lead a man to self- fulfilment in his search for the highest
good. Dharma also refers to Varnashrama Dharma i.e., choice of duty on the basis of
one’s aptitudes and stage in life (Sneha, 2010).
The word ‘dharma’ is derived from the Sanskrit word ‘dhri’ meaning to preserve, or
to hold together. It is a principle of maintaining the social stability. Dharma protects
all; it is created for the wellbeing of all men. The Hindu view of ‘dharma’ is that it is
the principle which is capable of preserving the universe. ‘Vedas’ are regarded as the
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principle sources of ‘dharma’. They contain reference to the universal nature of
‘dharma’. Dharma was based upon vedic ethic and manifested mainly through
varnashrama dharma, the basis of vedic social organization. Thus dharma was the
cosmic principle which found its expression as ‘Rta’ in cosmos and ‘varnashrama
dharma’ among human beings. Hindu ‘dharma’ is rightly called ‘Sanatana’. The
Hindu regards ‘dharma’ as a set of principles derived from various sources, such as,
‘sruti’, smriti’ and ‘purana’. Therefore the nature of ‘dharma’ appears to be very
complex. Manu, the great Hindu law giver, considers dharma as that ‘which is
followed by the well versed and accepted whole heartedly by the good men who are
ever immune to feelings of hatred and disaffection towards the others’.
The nature of dharma is more explicit in the Upanishadas wherein it has been
identified with truth. Both have the same meaning and in fact, the same thing. So the
Upanishad considers that a man who speaks the truth. Thus dharma leads to the
realization of Brahman which is impossible without moral uplift. Dharma is sacrifice
or yajna. It is the soul force and the spiritual energy in the universe.
The universal form of ‘dharma’ is to lead a person from darkness into light, from
falsehood into truth and from death into immortality. Furthermore ‘dharma’ has been
described in terms of universal virtues. The Dharmasutras have considered Dharma as
an embodiment of all the moral virtues. The quality of soul, according to the Gauta
dharmasutras is ‘daya’. According to Vasistha, the dharma of all the ashramas or
stages of life comprises of such qualities like avoiding jealousy, pride, egoism, selfpraise, abuse of others, delusion, anger and envy. Therefore it has been advised that
one must practise dharma. As a universal principle, dharma occupies the position
higher than ‘artha’ and ‘kama’. In fact, ‘dharma’ is the source of ‘artha’ and ‘kama’.
The Mahabharat maintains in this regard, “A wise man tries to secure all three but if
all three cannot be attained, he secures ‘dharma’ and ‘artha’ or only ‘dharma’ if he
has a choice of only one from among the three”. The moral qualities prescribed for
the following of ‘dharma’ were common to all; they express the universal nature of
‘dharma’. As regards the common moral qualities, expressing the universal nature of
‘dharma’, Manu also held that “ahimsa, truthfulness, no wrongful taking of another’s
possessions, purity and restraint of senses are the common ‘dharmas’ of all varnas.
3.3.2 Artha
In one of the old Sanskrit lexicons, ‘artha’ is understood as meaning, money, a thing,
and possessions. Artha also implies attainment of riches and worldly prosperity,
advantage, profit and wealth. Artha, is a powerful urge in human nature. Acquisition
of means for the material well-being, therefore, is a legitimate social and moral
purpose. Today everyone is running after money. People need money to meet their
basic necessities, for higher education, for luxuries of life, for name, fame, etc.
However, if the urge to seek money or possessions is not restricted then it will lead to
self-indulgence or greed and will bar the way to highest good i.e., moksha. It is given
in one of the Pali texts, that “one who enjoys his wealth and does meritorious deeds
with it, experiences pleasure and happiness”. It has therefore to be coupled with
charity, also to Kautilya “wealth and wealth alone is important in as much as charity
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and desire depend on wealth for their realization.” Artha helps in the attainment of
Kama. Further, Prof. Hiriyanna affirms that artha is ordinarily acquired for kama
(Sneha 2010).
3.3.3 Kama
Kama is ordinarily termed as pleasure. The definition of pleasure in Kamasutra is the
following: “Kama is the enjoyment of the appropriate objects by the five senses of
hearing, feeling, seeing, tasting and smelling, assisted by the mind together with the
soul.” The urge to enjoy pleasures and satisfy desires, is the most powerful one
serving as an incentive to individual progress, most effective. It is said, “All that man
does is inspired by kama.” As Manu regarded kama as desire, one can say, it is a
desire for pleasure. It can be sensuous pleasure, mental pleasure getting through
satisfaction of the work, urge for sexual pleasure, etc. Everyone is seeking that, which
gives them pleasure and luxuries of life. Nobody wants to stay at the bottom level.
People feel money is the important factor in the attainment of the pleasures of life by
fulfilling our desires. So one may put artha, as a means to kama, as an goal. But now,
is that all? Is the purpose of human life fulfilled? How is this artha acquired? How
well it is utilized in our life? To answer these questions, what one need to do is, to
follow his dharma, which is the next Purusartha.
3.3.4 Moksha
Etymologically the meaning of moksha is to ‘rid of’ or ‘release’. Also it is commonly
understood as liberation. In Bhagavad-Gita, moksha is mentioned as the supreme
tranquility and the highest bliss. It is delight in the self, contentment with the self,
self- satisfaction and self-fulfilment. It is the highest end of life, attainable only by the
individual himself, with the help and guidance of dharma. Moksha as the last end of
human life signifies that its attainment is impossible without first fulfilling the
obligations of the other three. It is a state of non-action. It is not that on death moksha
is attained. Being the ultimate value of man’s social existence, the Purusartha of
moksha is an end in itself. Beyond that, human being has nothing to attain. It is the
stage where human cravings cease and along with that ceases the need for attainment
and fulfilment. Moksha is realization and living of the truth namely Aham Brahma
Asmi and Tat Tvam Asi. In other words it is waking up of human consciousness at
the highest level of reality i.e., paramarthik satta. The liberated person neither acts nor
causes others to act. He may work for the good of humanity without moral obligation.
But he has no duties to perform. It is total destruction of egoism. We can call moksha
as a sublime goal. It can be known through mystical experience. Many saints like
Tukaram and Kabir have talked about it and ultimately we all have to aim at it and
only then we will be able to come out of the reincarnation (Sneha 2010).
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Check Your progress Exercise 3.1
Notes:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1 Describe briefly the concepts of dharma, artha, kama, and moksha. Use
about five lines for your answer.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………

3.4

PURUSARTHAS AND ASHRAMAS

The Purusarthas are considered as the psycho-moral bases of Ashram Vyavastha.
These are concerned with the understanding, justification, management and conduct
of affairs of the individuals like in relation to the group in and through Ashramas.
These help in getting psychological and moral training and prepare individuals to deal
with the society. As we have discussed in the earlier sections that there are four
purusarthas such as dharma, artha, kama and Moksha. ‘dharma’, ‘artha’ and ‘kama’
are considered as ‘trivarga’. Moksha is the ultimate stage of life which represents the
inner spirituality of an individual. Artha is the acquisitive instinct in man and signifies
his economic-wealth getting activity. Kama refers to the instinctive and emotional life
of a man and provides for the satisfaction of his sex drives and aesthetic urges. And
‘Dharma’ represents all the forms of human activity. It is the first and highest aim of
life. According to Dharma, Kama and Artha are the means of life, not ends. Dharma
is the central concept of all social institutions. It signifies the totality of privileges and
obligations in different stages of life.
Artha is the satisfaction of economic acquisition of a man. It refers to the economic
wellbeing of a person. According to Zimmer,” it includes the whole range of objects
that can be possessed, enjoined and lost and which are required in daily life. The
Hindu thinkers have rightly viewed the pursuit of wealth as legitimate human
aspiration and have accorded the place of ‘artha’ as a scheme of life. Kapadia holds
that “by recognising ‘artha’ and ‘kama’ desirable for man, the Hindu sages indicated
that man unfolded his spirituality only when his life was not economically strained”.
Prabhu holds, “Artha, is to be understood as referring to all the means necessary for
acquiring worldly prosperity, such as wealth or power”. Artha is required because one
has to maintain his household and perform ‘dharma’.
Kama refers to the desire of a man for enjoyment and satisfaction of life including sex
drive. The desire may also mean the desire for early possessions. According to
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Prabhu, “Kama refers to the native impulses, instincts and desires of man, his natural
and mental tendencies and finds its equivalent, we may say, in the use of the term
‘desires’, ‘needs’, ‘urges’ or ‘drives’. It is recognised as one of the aims of marriage
along with other two aims such as ‘dharma’ and ‘praja’. Kama is placed the lowest
aim of marriage. Kapadia viewed that “Kama does not mean only instinct of life; it
means emotional and aesthetic life as well. The aesthetic in man expresses itself in
both creation and appreciation of all that is fine and sublime. It is essential both for
the production of children and for the continuity of the race.
The ultimate end of the life of a person is ‘Moksha’. Moksha means the liberation of
soul. It represents the inner spirituality of man. Kapadia hold that “Moksha means
that the true nature of man is spiritual and the mission of life is to unfold it and to
derive thereby the meaning of joy of it”. Similarly P.H. Prabhu says, “From the final
purpose and meaning of life, Moksha alone would prove to be the best guide”. The
purification and perfection of soul is the aim of an individual in this world. The three
purusarthas such as ‘dharma’, ‘artha’ and ‘kama’ are the means to attain ‘Moksha’.
Moksha means deliverance. It is deliverance from all sorts of pains and sufferings,
both worldly as well as other worldly. It is the liberation of soul from the cycle of
birth and death.
3.5

LET US SUM UP

This Unit reveals that the ancient seers laid down four supreme ends of life or
Purusarthas, which give meaning to human life. Pursusartha means ‘what is sought by
human beings.’ There are also considered as goals of human life. They are dharma
(righteousness/ religious, moral merit), artha (pursuit of wealth), kama (pursuit of
pleasure), and moksha (liberation).

3.6

GLOSSARY

Artha:

generally indicates the attainment of riches and worldly
prosperity, advantage, profit, and wealth

Dharma:

it is essentially a human value, operating in the universe of
human ideals

Kama:

includes all desires: desires ranging from the cravings of the
flesh and the yearnings of the spirit.

Moksha:

the highest values of human life, a spiritual perfection
understood by the intellect, loved by the will, and actualized in
daily life

Purusarthas:

Supreme goals of human life such as wealth, pleasure, virtue,
and liberation
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3.7

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: THE ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

3.8

A Hindu can live a righteous life by following the fourfold
scheme of practical endeavour. Thus dharma is honest and
upright conduct or righteous action. Artha means a righteous
pursuit of economic activities. Kama is the fulfilment of
normal desires or cravings. Moksha is the culmination of the
self into eternal bliss.
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4.1

INTRDUCTION

Karma means action or deed. It also refers to the spiritual principle of cause and
effect where intent and actions of an individual influence the future of that individual.
The ‘karma’ is essential for attainment of ‘Moksha’. Good intent and good deeds
contribute to good karma and bad intent and bad deeds contribute to bad karma.
Philosophy of karma establishes a close relationship between ‘karma’ and soul on the
one hand and soul and re-birth on the other. The doctrine of karma is based on the
principle of supremacy of human endeavour. This Unit explains the assumptions and
importance of Karma.
4.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit, you will be able to:
 Understand the philosophy of the doctrine of karma;
 Discuss the assumptions of doctrine of karma;
 Analyse the social consequences of the doctrine of karma.
4.3

THE DOCTRINE OF KARMA

The doctrine of karma is so deeply rooted in Hindu social set up that it is considered
the ethical background of Hindu Social Organization. An examination of the
Samhitas and Brahmanas shows that the doctrine of karma in its classical formulation
is absent there from or at best exists in them in an embryonic form. However, the
Vedic terminology, a) Karman and Karma, b) Punya and papa, and c) the concept of
transmigration of soul of a deceased person from earth to heaven were the seminal
concepts in the later day development of the classical doctrine of Karma.
The word karma is the same as karman. The latter is neuter and is derived from the
root which means to do, make, perform, accomplish, cause, effect, prepare and
undertake. So the word karman means act, action, performance, business. In
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compounds it becomes karma. In the religious and philosophical sense, karma means
an action potential which manifests itself as the moral result or consequence in lives
hereafter. Karma is a doctrine of opportunity and self-effort. It is not a doctrine of
eternal damnation of a sinner in hell for a one-time sin committed by him, which is so
eloquently and powerfully expressed by John Bunyan, “one leak will sink a ship, and
one sin will destroy a sinner”. The karma doctrine offers prospects of redemption
through disciplined conduct and atonement.
There are three essential features of the doctrine of karma:
i)
It is an ethical or moral law: good karmas produce happiness, and evil
karmas produce suffering.
ii)
It is a law of moral responsibility in that the soul or atma of a person as
the doer of an act is responsible for bearing the consequences of that act.
Thus, it is a law of retributive justice.
iii)
Redistributive justice is dispensed through punarjanma, rebirth of the soul
or atma of the doer. In fact, rebirth in higher or lower forms of existence,
men, animals and plants etc. and suffering and inequality of beings in
those forms is also retributive in character.
The Upanishads exhibit an attitude of ambivalence in their exposition of the doctrine
of karma. On the one hand, the Upanishads establish and uphold karma as a moral
law of good and evil which forms the basis of Indian ethics. On the other hand, they
consider karmas as a bond and teach how karmas can be destroyed or arrested and
rendered sterile or one can obtain release from their binding force.
In the Upanishads, karma as a law of rewards and retribution for good and evil acts
replaces the yajna karma or sacrifices of the Brahmans for attainment of human
desire for material prosperity and physical well-being. This law explains the cosmic
phenomenon of happiness and sorrow, inequality and suffering as a consequence of
karmas. This forms the basis of Indian ethical discipline.
All karma, whether good or bad, is also deemed to be bad in the ultimate sense: it is a
bond and source of bondage leading to transmigration and rebirth and the
consequential suffering inherent in existence. The Upanishads expound the means to
achieve Moksha or release from the bondage of karma. In a sense, this trend is antikarma, being life-negating aiming to bring the life process to an end.
The Upanishads draw a distinction between good and evil acts. By good deed, indeed
one becomes good, evil by evil deeds. According as one acts, according as one
behaves, so does he become. The doer of good becomes good; the doer of evil
becomes evil. One becomes virtuous by virtuous action, bad by bad action. While the
Upanishads established a powerful moral law of karma, they also discounted the
utility of good karmas; in fact the karmas are considered to be responsible for
transmigration and rebirth. Hence they teach the means to escape the bondage of
karmas, for the following reasons:
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i) All life suffers from certain infirmities: old age and death. Even a person, who
has committed no evil whatsoever and in fact has done excellent deeds, is
liable to suffer from old age and death. Old age and death are considered evil.
ii) The good or merit earned by an individual is necessarily limited in its
duration. All the doers are experiencers; while they are exhausting the results
of their past actions, they accumulate fresh karmas by their new actions as
kartas and this chain continues. In other words, like the external world the
potentiality of karmas is anitya, it is not abiding; it is essentially transient. So
merit and demerit both produce sorrow.
The Upanishads propagated contradictory trends of thought. They established a
doctrine of karma, of rewards and retribution, which is strongly ethical in character;
inequality and suffering are explained as consequences of good and evil action. The
doctrine of karma was a philosophy of self-effort as the means of improving one’s lot.
Simultaneously they maintain that rebirth and transmigration per se are bad in that (i)
certain suffering is inherent in life such as craving or desires, old age and death,
however, meritorious a person’s deeds might be, (ii) the consequences of deeds
already done have limited potentiality. Once actions have borne fruit, happiness and
suffering caused by those karmas come to an end but the process of fresh
accumulation of karmas and their fruition continues. Thus it is an endless chain of
birth and death, of happiness and suffering.
Escape from this cycle of existence, subject to suffering, lay not in doing karma but in
suppression of karmas. One way achieve this is by attaining the state of
desirelessness, non-attainment, renunciation, which, in effect, would result in
cessation of worldly activity. Another way was that enunciated in the Upanishads, the
path of devotion and divine grace and seeking refuge in Him.
It is paradoxical that the Upanishads which postulated karma as a law of ethical
discipline also seek escape from the operation of that law either in renunciation of
worldly activity or in the grace of God. It is naïve to explain away the paradox by
justifying the law of karma in the context of the empirical reality and which loses its
validity with reference to transcendental reality, or through an omnipotent creator
who can liquidate karmas. In doing so the Upanishads unwittingly blurred the
distinction between good and evil deeds.
4.4

ASSUMPTIONS OF DOCTRINE OF KARMA

The doctrine of karma is based on the following beliefs and assumptions.
i)

Definite Result

In the doctrine of karma, every individual has a definite result as per his physical,
mental and ethical activity. Thus every action has some results on one way or the
other. Every good action is rewarded and bad action is punished. In short, moral acts
produce imperceptible results at a future date. There has to be an unseen link between
what was done and is no more and the result which has still to come into existence.
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ii)

Necessity of Rebirth

The second fundamental postulate of the doctrine of karma is that of punarjanma or
rebirth in different forms of existence. It differs from the Vedic concept of the souls
of the decreased migrating into a different birth. Since every action is destined to
produce a definite result, man cannot make himself free from the consequences of his
own actions. The consequences of his past karma do not leave him even after his
death. It is these fruits of one’s own actions that necessitate him to take birth again
and again.
iii)

Belief in the Immortality of the Self

The doctrine of Karma believes that the soul is immortal. As the individual is
destined to face the consequences of his deeds, his self or life after death, must enter
into new bodies. Good men perform ethical karma and also ritualistic karma in the
hope either of attaining heaven in the life hereafter or Moksha, liberation from
rebirth. But the majority of the morally weak-minded individuals find in ritualistic
karma and the doctrine of divine grace means to get rid of evil karma. The soul is not
destroyed along with the destruction of body.
iv)

Determination of General Condition of Life

The doctrine of Karma implies that the terms like papa and punya are used to
describe ethical and unethical acts. The Upanishads record that a person becomes as
he does and as he acts; good deeds make a person good and evil acts make him bad.
The happiness and suffering are said to be caused by good and evil actions.
According to Samhitas, suffering or pain may be caused not by a person’s misdeeds,
but due to the misdeeds of his forefathers, for unwitting or inadvertent wrongs either
in sleep or under the influence of drink or under provocation or through
thoughtlessness or the anger of the gods.
v)

Supremacy of Karma

The doctrine is based on the principle of supremacy of human endeavour. It holds
man and his actions responsible for the bad or good conditions in his present life. The
doctrine considers man as the maker of his own destiny. Theory of karmaphal
basically believes that every karma has its own results. Thus there is no action which
goes without its results. The Mahabharat says that people who are ignorant of this law
of karma severally abuse the higher powers when they are unlucky for they do not
know that their ill luck is the result of their own evil deeds.
4.5

SOCIAL CONSEQUENCES OF THE DOCTRINE OF KARMA

The doctrine of karma has several social consequences on Indian society. Following
are the consequences of the doctrine of karma:
i.
Karma and Caste System
The doctrine of karma found a powerful impact on the caste system practised in India.
It has been mentioned in the Upanishads “those whose conduct has been good will
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quickly attain a good birth (yoni), the birth of the Brahmana, the birth of Kshatriya or
the birth of a Vaishya. But those whose conduct has been evil will attain evil birth”.
The Bhagavadgita also postulated that karmas along with the gunas, are responsible
for the division of the society into four castes. Manu attributed a person’s low caste as
the result of his mental sins. Thus the doctrine of karma justified and sanctified the
caste system.
ii.

Karma and Non-Violence

The doctrine of punarjanma and of rebirth in varied forms of existence depending
upon the quality of a person’s acts or deeds give every human being a feeling of
relationship with the entire sentiment creation and a feeling of sympathy towards
fellow creatures and fill him with a sense of humility inasmuch he could be reborn in
any of the lower forms of existence depending upon his karmas. It is a practical
demonstration of the concept of unity of life in which differentiation is caused by
karmas.
iii.

Karma as the Upholder of Social and Economic Status Quo

The doctrine of karma, no doubt, provides a most rational explanation of the
inequalities of life, of affluence, and poverty, of happiness and suffering in the lives
of individuals. According to this doctrine, a man is born into a particular environment
and circumstances due to his past karmas and is not the creature of environment and
circumstances on which he may have no control. In consequence the economic and
social inequalities and inequalities which individuals suffer are not the results of
acquisitive activities of selfish individuals or classes who exploit weaker sections and
individuals. They are the products of each man’s own karma in previous births.
iv.

Karma and Social Responsibility

The doctrine of karma is a doctrine of personal responsibility for a man’s actions or
deeds: each man is responsible for his own actions and he alone has to bear their
consequences. It made him self-centred but not selfish. It is also an essential feature
of the doctrine that a person must do good and avoid evil; he must not cause injury to
various forms of life as such acts produce demerit; likewise, he must do good to all
beings to earn merit which will ensure rebirth in higher forms of existence and bring
happiness. The practice of transference of merit further underlines the importance of
each being acting for the good of others. In short, a person must not be anti-social, so
the doctrine of karma provides a strong motivation not to act exclusively for personal
benefit and in disregard of the interests of his fellow beings. However, the ideal of
Moksha, liberation from the cycle of birth or death, is exclusively an intensely
individualistic goal whose achievement is a matter of personal effort. An excessive
preoccupation with the achievement of this goal promotes a sense of social
responsibility in the individual. The importance of the philosophy of karma producing
socially responsible behaviour can best be understood when we consider that the
theocentric faiths led their followers to attribute all evil in the universe to God and
therefore, either he has the exclusive responsibility to eliminate it or he is also
considered the creator of evil.
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v.

Karma and the Pre-determinism and Free Will

The doctrine of karma has certain features which have a vital bearing on the question
of free will and pre-determinism. According to the doctrine of karma, whatever is
done must bear fruit; in other words, there cannot be loss of the effect of any action or
deed till its effects are exhausted. Secondly, if there is no action, nothing happens or
takes place. Thirdly, karmas done in a particular life are accumulated and bear fruit in
subsequent life or lives. It is the accumulated karmas that determine varna, the birth
in different forms of existence, the life span, its character of gunas, dispositions,
tendencies, greed, selfishness, passion etc. in other words, the present is the result of
the past actions. Hus, a person’s future actions are regulated by his personal
tendencies which are the product of his previous karmas.
4.6

LET US SUM UP

In this Unit we have discussed that karma is a doctrine of opportunity and self-effort.
The doctrine of karma may be stated as ─ whatever a man suffers or enjoys is the
fruit of his own deed, a harvest sprung from his own actions, or good or bad
committed in his previous life. Every deed leads to double result (phala) – pain or
pleasure, according to the nature of one’s deed. Moral progress therefore depends on
how we direct and regulate our tendencies to actions. Everything that happens in the
moral realm is pre-ordained. It gives the idea of Moral Retribution. ‘Whatever we
knowingly do, will sooner or later bring us the result we merit. There is no escape,
‘what we sow, we must reap.’ The events of life are determined by an antecedent
cause. The Law of Karma is not mechanical, but is essentially ethical. Moral
education is to choose the order, order of karma.
4.7

GLOSSARY

Artha:
Dharma:
Karma:

Moksha:

4.8

Activities pertaining to the economic aspects of life. e.g., earning a
livelihood
Good, upright, and righteous conduct
an action potential which manifests itself as the moral result or
consequence in lives hereafter. Karma is a doctrine of opportunity and
self-effort.
Liberation from birth and death and regaining of oneness with the
Supreme Being.
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