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THE CONCEPT OF WELFARE STATE IN ANCIENT INDIA 

A. Harl Prasad 
K. RagbuRam Reddy 

The present paper discusses the nature of the concept of welfare state in ancient India. 

Introduction: 

State in ancient India was basically monarchic. 

community so high as to declare that he determined 
the nature of the epochs like Krita, Trela, Dvapara and 
Kaliyuga. 

Republican states flourished for a long time in 
ancient India. Dharmasastras and the Arthasastras 
took only an incidental interest in them and dealt 
almost exclusively with monarchic form. The books 
containing ancient Indian political thought did not 
discuss about the origin of the state. They discussed 
about the origin of kingship and they considered king 
as the state, Kautilya goes to the length of asserting 
that "the briefest exposition of the elements of rajya 
is to say that the king is the state"' . However, this 
statement should not be interpreted in the sense in 
which king Louis the XIV of France boasted that he 
was the state. This statement signifies that king is the 
most important and highest of all the seven organs 
(Saptanga) of the state. He occupies the highest 
position because, he is the source of social progress 
and prosperity and in the last resort every thing 
depends upon him. The king wields enormous powers 
but is subjected to the control of Dharrna. Nobody is 
above the Dharma. 

Kautilya's assertion that king is the state does 
not mean that people are denied any effective place 

Ancient political thinkers looked upon the king 

in the state. Sukra said that the king and the people 
are mutually helpful and necessary. People cannot 
perform their duties without the protection of the 
king. King cannot achieve any results without the 
cooperation of the.people. King is the prime source 
of the unity of the state. lt has to be preserved at al\ 
costs. King is responsible for the efficient and smooth 
functioning of the machinery of the government. King 
stands as a father and mother to the people. A good 
and wise king ruling benevolently becomes a blessing 
to the people who prosper under him. 

Manu said that Lord created the king with 
essential parts taken from Indra, Varun, Agni, Sun, 
Moon and Kubera. The statement means nothing 
more than that the king is endowed with the qualities 
of these gods and thus his status and importance is 
magnified. This reference is made to the kingly office 
and not to the person of the king. 

as the grand safeguard of the people's security and the 
stabil ity of the social order. The prosperity of the state 
depended upon U1e virtue of the king. A king devoid 
of virtue and incapable of protecting the people 
becomes the cause of people's destruction. "The goal 
of the kingship is the goal of the state. Kingship is 
the spirit and the state is its expression. It embodies 
the basic ideas of the state one without the other is 
inconceivable. The life of kingship is the state. Both 
arc inseparable. Coexistence is their law. Tlie welfare 
of the state depends upon kingship"2 .. Kautilya said 
that "As the king, so bis people". He believed that 
kingship culturises or deculturises the life of the 
people according to its virtues or vices. Some ancient 
thinkers rated on the role of the king in the life of the 

In view of this unity and affinity between the 
state and king and the qualities attributed to the latter, 
the study of welfare functions of the state in ancient 
India is the study of functions and duties of the king. 

Origin of the State / Kingship: 

The very origin of the state/kingship is rooted in 
the welfare of the people. Its origin falls in to some 
three broad categories. The first and perhaps the 
earliest is the theory explaining the origin of the state 
in more or less military terms. The theory is found in 
Vedic literature. 

According to this, "there was a great conflict 
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the indigent classes. The two fold objectiv_e. of ~he 
"'"le it is further observed in terms of anllc1patmg 
... , . . freedom from 1 celebrated formula of our limes,. 1s . 'd 

1 ,. __ and from want. Anticipating hkew1se the I ea 
•- . d 1 · d India in later of benevolent autocracy In an ou SI e h 
times an old Dharmasastra author pleads for 1_ e 
compiete identification of the ruler's interests with 
those of his subjects'. 

The nature and functions of the state as 
understood in ancient India are succinctly put by 

ishma in the Mahabharata. He says that the si:ite 
"the foundation of individual security, (compnSmg 

security of person and property) as well as the 
ility of the social order, the basis of the great 
· lions of family and property, the support of the 

ental law of the social order and the guarantee 
the normal functioning of the social, the economic 

the religious activities of the people •. State in 
"ent India was regarded as the centre of society 
the chief instrument of its welfare and hence 

was permitted to have a wide sphere of activity. 
"victual liberty did not appreciably suffer in 

uence, primarily because the state discharged 
muJtifarious functions not exclusively through its bureaucracy'. 

The main function of the state was the proiion 
the three ideals of life i.e. dhanna, artha and 

It 
st

ood between anarchy and order. It has to 
• d~sorder and maintain peace, order, security 

_lice. The state should strive to maintain the 
. hons of Property and family and su ort on and culture. PP 

Ramay°'.'a contains Welfare Principles in the 
?~ quahhes attributed to a king. Ruma in his 
hon of statecrun to his brother Bh 

"th k' aruta says e ing should avoid faults like atheis carelessness Proc • . . m, 
ity t . . ' rus1tna1ton, idleness, and 
t o sin. King s~ould see that his oflicials l'tsort to corruphon and • 
"•-· 1· • no one is accused ,....,1a ity is shown 'n . , 
Ind Weak Part' , 

1
Thcase of dispute between ·,~ tes . e Welfare of th Wiw, these qualities of a k' e JlCople Ing. ICautiya in A-L • ._ • 

• "''"-stra laid •... ions of th• ~'-. • -
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. . ose of his subjects. The King says_ are identified with th . his policy of state 
. (IV 3) hile summmg up . • 

Kautllya w . vidential calarruties, 
relief of the peop~e ag;~t ~:obis people when they 
shall, now favour hke a at er . further re uired 
are affiicted by these visitations. He ts . d ~d the 
to maintain the infants, the aged, the disease men 
distressed persons, helpless as well ~s barren ::ans 
and the sons of women who are :,Vt~out gu . ' . 
The above functions of the king md1cate the kin_g s 
paternal rule over his subjects. They expect the kmg 
to be humanitarian'". 

"The state was to offer facilities to religious 
sects to develop on their own lines and foster and 
inculcate piety, morality and righteousness. It wa~ to 
improve the social order and to encourage learnmg, 
education and art by subsidizing learned academies 
and extending patronage to scholars and artists. It was 
to establish and maintain rest houses, charity halls 
and hospitals and relieve the distress due to floods, 
locusts, famines pestilences and earthquakes. It was to 
see that the population was evenly distributed. It was 
to enrich the resources of the country by developing 
the forests, working mines and constructing dams and 
canals in order to make agriculture independent of 
rain as far as possible. It was to offer active help to 
trade and industry, but also to protect the population 
against capitalistic selfishness, if merchants sought to 
come~ the market and raise prices. It was to regulate 
the vices of the community by appointing its own 
offic~rs to supervise wine booths, dice halls and 
prostnutes"" . The king is expected to be charitable. 
lie sho~ld not covet others wealth. He should see that 
there WIii not be beggars in his kingdom A d' 
to the M h bh . . . ccor ing 

. a a arat, ~e ts an ideal king, Whose life is 
dedicated to the service and Welfare of his peopl H 
must net as a trustee. He must serve the Peoptc\s : servant and even as a slave. 

The Welfare character of the ancient 1 d' 
may be found in the tax 1. n 1an state 

a 1011 policy I government Was one that athe a so. A good 
too many and not too h g red taxes that Were not cavy, 
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POLITICALTIIOUGHT IN MANUSMIHTI 

J)anvlr Singh 

Man11 I., /he m1//wr of Ma1111,.,11r/1/, which I, u11e of /he mos/ aulhur//lllive hook on Indian Polily. 
Man11.rmr/l/ /, rich In ba.,/c po//1/clll prlnc:lple., like Good Governance, Fune/Ions of S1a1e, Judiciary, 
Right and D111/e.1 e/c, The p11rpo.,e of !hi., paper/., lo make deep ,111dy of 1he.1e idea, In /he context of 
po/II/cal .,y.,/em,. Ill M111111.,mrlll, /he Divine Theory of Origin of Stale ha., been clearly propounded. 
Accorcl/11g of Mam,, II wa., God, who crealed an entlly called King lo ,ave the people of a region. 
Ma1111 wa, llgal11,t In p1111M,lng the offence., commitled by all type, of people by one , tandard. In 
Mllmmnr/11, lhe king I., made re.,pun.,11,le /award, God no/ toward, the people. 

Ancient Indian political thought has been 
piflcantly represented by the · Vedas, the 
J)8111shads, and Bhagwadgita. The political thought 

in the great Epics, the Mahabharata and the 
yana, is more complex and comprehensive. 

Manusmriti, along with other Smritis, dealt with 
political institution and the entire panorama of 

life vertically and horizontally. The vertical 
tive led to the concept of the state. The 

ntal perspective led to the concept of Dhrama. 
these concepts together form the backbone 

Indian Political thought. 1 Manusmriti is one of 
outstanding works on ancient Indian polity. Its 

portance from the humanist viewpoint is established 
the fact that it is called Manava Dharma Shastra. 

It is difficult to say for certain when the 
mriti was composed. It contains shlokas and 

which appear to be very ancient and the name 
occurs even in the Mahabharata. According 

K. Mookerji, author of Hindu Civilization, 
smriti is a creation of the post-Budha age. Bcni 

Writes: 'Both Manu and Kautilya are, in their 
I shape, posterior to the commencement of the 

em, but they arc the best representatives 
of the dominant types of political thought 

bad arisen several countries before. Both have 
cd strata of earlier thought. The Science of 

and Science of Artha had II good deal of 
on .... Dharma nnd Artha often come together 

for instance, coalesce into a single system in the 
bbamta',1 Mllll Muller holds that the Manusmriti 

written after the fourth century, but according 
, Buhler the work existed even in the second 

. Dr. Jolly says that this work was composed 

earlier than the Yajnavalkyasmriti, which cannot be 
accepted to have been composed before the first or 
second century. The opinion of K.P. Jayaswal seems 
to be acceptable, as be holds that it was composed in 
the period lying between two centuries B.C. and two 
centuries A.D.3 

Manusmriti consists of twelve chapters, which 
deal with the following topics respectively: I. origin 
of the creation, 2. duties and rituals for the different 
castes and celibacy, 3. five major sacrifices (Panch 
Mahayajna), 4. rules for the snataka, 5. food worth 
eating and otherwise, 6. vanaprasth and Sanyas, 
7. adjudication of civil disputes, taxation and 
Rajadharma, 8. asking of questions from witnesses, 
9. duties of husband and wife, division of wealth and 
property, I 0. duties in an emergency, 11 . penances or 
expiation for sins, and 12. self-knowledge leading to 
moksha.• 

The following is a brief description of Manu's 
view on the various aspect of political system. 

Origin of State : 
In Manusmriti, the Divine Theory of Origin of 

State has been clearly propounded. In the seventh 
chapter of Manusmriti, while dealing with the duties 
of the king (Rajadhrama), Manu speaks about the 
origin of the state (or the king) as follows: When 
creatures, being without a king, were through fear 
dispersed in all directions, the Lord created a king for 
the protection of the whole ·creation. Taking (for the 
purpose) enternal particles of Indra, of the wind, of 
Yama, of the Sun, offire, ofVaruna, of the Moon and 
of the Lord of Wealth (Kubera). Thus Brahma formed 
the king out of the essence of the eight duties who 
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