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[All of us on the planet Earth see birds, animals and insects
around us. But, most of us do not have time to notice their nature
and behaviour. Specialists such as Zoologists trace and record the
characteristic features of the birds and animals. But, the common
man today is least bothered about them. Several ancient texts
such as Visnu Sarma’s Paficatantra and Gunadhya’s Brhadkatha
have tried to explore the characteristic features of the birds and
animals through numerous stories. For these fables, several early
texts such as Vedas and Epics sowed the seed in advance. It is
very interesting to know that in the ancient days, sages and
hermits not only constructed their dwelling in the place where
birds and animals lived, but also noticed their general and
special behaviour. By doing so, they could naturally connect their
behaviour with the basic facts of life. It is even more interesting
to know that apart from the basic facts of life, the nature of these
creatures had been wonderfully synched with the Rajadharma
too. In this article, I shall be concentrating on how Bhisma while
advising Yudhisthira on Rajadharma, teaches him the principles
through analogies drawn from the behaviour of the fauna.]

Among the eighteen parvas of the great epic Mahabhdrata, Santi
parva is the largest one. It further has three sub-parvas namely
Rajadharmanusdasana parva, Apaddharma parva and Moksa
dharma parva. The Santi parva is highly valued because of its
political and legal ideas. The discourses of Bhisma in this parva are
considered as the most authoritative exposition of Rajadharma
which includes Dandaniti (Law of punishment), Sasana paddhati
(Path of governance) and Kara vyavastha (Law of taxation).

After the war was over, Yudhisthira was distressed over the
loss of his brothers and relatives. Instead of ascending the throne,
he decided to abandon the kingdom and go to the forest. His
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brothers Bhima, Arjuna, Nakula and Sahadeva, wife Draupadi and
many sages like Vyasa, Narada and Devala tried to pacify the grief-
stricken king and persuaded him to accept the kingdom by
explaining the Rajadharma elaborately. In spite of all their best
efforts, Yudhisthira remained stubborn in his decision. On the
advice of Vyasa, Bhisma pitamaha who was lying on the bed of
arrows taught Yudhisthira the essence of Rajaniti. Convinced
finally, Yudhisthira accepted the throne.

The most interesting feature of these discourses is that the poet
in Vyasa, the author of the great epic draws lessons from the
animal kingdom to emphasise his views on Rajaniti.

Dandaniti (Law of Punishment)

Danda means the sceptre of the monarch, the rod as a symbol of
authority and punishment; it rules the subjects and protects them
too. It should always be vigilant keeping everybody under constant
surveillance in order to preserve dharma. Says Vyasa in the words
of Arjuna:
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The underlining principle of dandaniti is that the strongest

always survives at the cost of the weakest. Arjuna emphasises on
this point by drawing our attention to the eating habits of animals -

The mongoose eats the rat, cat eats the mongoose, dog eats the
cat and cheetah eats the dog:
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Mongooses are known for constantly stalking their prey before
savagely killing them. Likewise, the feline body of cat is built to
stalk, chase and capture small prey with ease. In the case of dogs,
their visual system is highly attuned to detect movement. The
slightest motion often triggers a dog to give chase. In the aforesaid
group, the ultimate is cheetah. It's hunt starts with a slow stalk and
will be followed by an explosive acceleration to a full speed.

From this it should be understood that the king should be a
stalker who silently observes the situation and takes action at the
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right time. It is the major responsibility of the king to implement
thelaw of order atall times.

Arjuna adds that the law and order should be strictly adhered
to. Unless driven by force, animals like camel, ox, horse, donkey
and ass will not carry the vehicles forward even though yoked with
them:
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As far as camels are concerned, it is said that unless they are
being forced to exert themselves, they tend to be lethargic and
phlegmatic in nature. They are not very energetic animals. They
spend most of the day in one spot, using very little energy and
having a low metabolic rate.

In the case of oxen, they are taught to respond to the signals of
the bullock or ox-driver. These signals are given by verbal
command and body language, reinforced by a goad, whip oralong
pole.

Many stallions have a great deal of naturally aggressive
dominant behaviour who are to be managed only by
knowledgeable handlers. Even when trained, some horses with
dominant personalities will openly challenge a weak or
inexperienced handler. Without consistent handling, the horses
may revert to their untrained ways.

Donkeys are not like horses. They differ from horses
physically, mentally and emotionally. They are more stoic in their
behaviour. Compared to horses, donkeys show limited fear to
novel situations and this can be mistaken for stubbornness rather
than fear. It is said that a donkey’s behaviour will be influenced by
the ability, experience and confidence of its handler.

Ifitis so in the case of animals, what to say about humans!

Now Arjuna stresses the importance of punishment by saying
that if there is no punishment on earth, all creatures will get
destroyed; the mighty will crush the weak like the big fish in the
pond consuming the smaller ones:
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Explaining the importance of applying the law of punishment,
Arjuna states that if the law of punishment is not followed, the dog
will lick the sacrificial oblation and the crow will take away the
same:
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Generally, it is well known that animals such as dogs and birds
such as crows have the tendency to taste or pick up anything that,
they see or feel like eating. Such would be the behavior of the
indiscriminate. At such times, 308 (law of punishment) is essential
in order to prevent them from doing so.

So, Dandaniti is an important ingredient of Rajadharma. Arjuna
emphasises this by telling Yudhisthira not to show sympathy to his
enemies; killing an enemy does not lead to infamy:
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Sasana Paddhati (Path of Governance )

The king is the first and foremost part of the State. The well -
being of the State depends on the king. It is the duty of the king to
seek and promote welfare of the subjects. Protection of the State
from the enemies and intelligent tackling of the enemies play a vital
role in the path of governance. In this regard, several traits of
different animals have been beautifully discussed.

Stressing the importance of a king being active, Arjuna tells
Yudhisthira that if even a big animal like an elephant remains
immobile ( giving up all his activities), it will be eaten by the
carnivorous and other worms slowly:
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So, soft nature does not suit an elephant. This is applicable to
the king too. Bhisma stresses this point by telling that too much of
endurance is dangerous for the king:
9 & el g e |
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The king should put maximum effort to fight the enemies. In
this regard, the snake has been cited as an example in different
contexts.Bhisma advises Yudhisthira not to be non-valorous while
fighting the enemies by saying that the snake kills the rat in the
hole. Similarly, the earth swallows a king who does not fight the
enemies:

I I Y a1 et
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There are some categories of rats such as Akhu, Miisaka etc.,

which are said to possess poisonous teeth. Hamsadeva, in his work
Mrga paksi Sastra makes a reference to this type of rats. He says that
rats belonging to category of Akhu are selfish and ungrateful. They
have poisonous teeth and if they bite any one he will die on
account of their poison:

BICCIRSERIE I G INECEARCAN
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Hamsadeva further says that rats belonging to the category of
Miisaka too have venomous teeth and if they bite, lives are lost:

e SgrRATgerdl: SeSiiggliaT: |
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Even though the snake is dangerous, if the rat uses his strength
to fight the snake, he will be able to conquer the latter. Poison and
cruelty are the common factors present both in snake and rat.
Similarly, valour and bravery are the common factors present in
the king and his enemy. So, it is the duty of the king to make use of
his effort to fight his enemy.

Now, Bhisma compares the king, who is intelligent but non-
diligent with a non-venomous snake and says that such a person
can be easily defeated by his enemies:

a2 gigamf Fregen |
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It is said about the snakes labelled “non-venomous” that they
are harmless as they either lack a venom-delivery method or they
are incapable of delivering enough venom to endanger a human.
For example, the only defence of grass snakes which are non-
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venomous, is to produce a garlic-smelling fluid from the anal
glands or to feign death by becoming completely limp. Inspite of
this intelligent attitude of defence, they are also attacked by
creatures such as storks, owls, foxes and domestic cats.

In many places in Mahabharata, an angry king has been
compared to a poisonous snake. While explaining the relationship
betw een the king and his ministers, Bhisma narrates the story of the
king Ksemadarsin and sage Kalakavrksiya. In the story, the sage
says that the life of the ministers is not their own; it depends upon
the mood of the king who gets angry like a venomous snake:

e P UY WOTEERA |
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He further adds that a person, in contact with kings, is dealing
with highly venomous serpents. He can expect danger at any
moment:

TNy TG T IR IA: |

gAY XIS S fAReRe = 14

SERESCIS ICE IECPINC IS IER B
SELIERIIIE B CoIECIRIGES I

In the same context, sage Kalakavrksiya compares an ill-
tempered enemy with a venomous snake with the crushed tail. The
attack by the injured snake is fatal. Similarly, an ill-tempered
enemy is highly dangerous:

T & e greRRm |IveE |
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While describing the royal duties, Bhisma is being asked by
Yudhisthira, “Among the persons of equal capabilities and
qualities, how does one of them become the most powerful to
rule”. In that context, Bhisma cites the example of the snake. An
angry and venomous snake eats other small snakes; creatures
without legs become prey of the creatures with legs and toothless
creatures become prey of the creatures with teeth. Similarly, a
highly valorous person rules numerous non-valorous persons:

TR BIRRTTERESI & S |
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To justify the above point, some scientific facts about the
snakes can be mentioned. While the majority of snakes eat a variety
of animals, there is some specialization by some species. King
cobras and the Australian snake called Bandy-bandy consume
other snakes.

The supreme-being has created the powerful king to protect
the weak people. It is his moral responsibility to protect them and
not torture them. Emphasising this point, sage Utathya, son of
Aigiras advises the king Mandhata not to torture a weak person
whose anger is capable of burning even the strongest person to
ashes. The reason is that the anger of a weak person, a sage and a
venomous snake cannot be endured very easily:

SR T TG RILNI F |
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All of us know that most attacks of the snakes are defensive
behavior only. Biting is the last resort, the final weapon in a snake’s
arsenal, if warning does not work. Similarly, it is always dangerous
to hurt a weak person or make him angry, because, his anger is as
dangerous as the final weapon in a snake’s arsenal, the biting.

While advising Yudhisthira to be always alert of enemies,
Bhisma compares enemies with eagles. Eagles attack their prey
when the latter becomes careless. It is the same with enemies:

TARIHTITRT: T a1 TAYaR |
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Eagles are the brother species of hawks and falcons. They have
unusual eye-sight. While human-beings see just three basic colours,
eagles see five. These adaptations give eagles extremely keen eye-
sight and enable them to spot even well camouflaged potential
prey from a very long distance. In fact, the vision of the eagles is
among the sharpest of any animal and studies suggest that some
eagles can spot an animal the size of a rabbit from two miles away.
They are very keen and intelligent. As soon as they have spotted
their target, they swoop down and snatch the prey. The king too
has always to be alert with respect to his enemies.

On being asked by Yudhisthira regarding the behavior of a
righteous king, Bhisma narrates the story of the king Vasumana
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and sage Vamadeva, where the sage while explaining the royal
duties to the king advises him to be very careful regarding
powerful enemies. A person cannot rest easy after harming a
powerful enemy and staying far away. Just like the hawk, he will
attack that person where ever he goes:

Py TR AT STATIT AR |
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As far as hawks are concerned, it has been scientifically proved
that they have four types of colour receptors in the eyes. These give
the birds the ability to perceive not only the visible range but also
the ultra-violet part of the spectrum and other adaptations allow
for the detection of polarised light or magnetic fields. This is due to
the many photoreceptors in the retina, an exceptional number of
nerves connecting these receptors to the brain and an indented
fovea which magnifies the central portion of the visual field.

There is also a reference to this sharp eye-sight of the hawks by
Hamsadeva in his work Mrga paksi Sastra. He says that the feathers
of hawks are rough and feet are very strong. They cannot be easily
caught. They have sharp eye-sight and they do not like the scent of
human beings:

HHITROBIUAT: eIty o Aell: |
g AIET: QEHAATY TRATRes07q: |12

Interestingly, the weakest enemy has also been compared to an
eagle. While giving advice on Rajadharma to king Vasumana, sage
Vamadeva says that by being strong a king should never under-
estimate his weak enemy. Because when he is careless, the latter
will attack him like an eagle:

7 S Serar e gt faaRi Fafaq|
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On being asked by Yudhisthira, Bhisma narrates the story of
the king Ksemadarsin and sage Kalakavrksiya where the sage gives
the king the means to attain the lost kingdom. For that, he advises
the king KsemadarSin to be alert like the dog, deer and the crow:

I R Ty greg=a: |
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The dog is always awake for a long time. Deer is always alert
and runs away, when it is slightly doubtful. Crow is always
watchful on the activities of human beings. If somebody shakes the
hand, it will fly away. So, one should always keep a watch on the
activities on his enemies.

Then, indicating the approppriate place of the servants, Bhisma
gives examples of the dog and other animals. He says that when a
dog is given a better place than it deserves, it will not be
trustworthy and will become insane. So, one should not place a
person in the position that he does not deserve. Bound by ego, he
will become careless:

T A TAYRh R IR R : |
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He further says that sarabha, lion, tiger and cheetah should be
given their respective places. A lion should be the companion of a
lion and not any different animal. If it is not so, the companion will
presume to be the master:
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Similarly, when a monarch is surrounded by the people of low

calibre, he will not be able to enjoy the monarchship and the latter
will try to attain the comfort of the kingship, which is not good for
the king and the kingdom.

While explaining Apaddharma, Bhisma narrates the story of
the king Satrufjaya and sage Kanika, where the sage describes the
essential qualities of the king. The sage tells that the king should
embrace the great qualities of a cuckoo, pig, Mt.Sumeru,
uninhabited house, an actor and a dear friend. Cuckoo is known for
its sweet voice, it is impossible to resist the attack of a pig,
MtSumeru is known for the majesticity, an uninhabited house
gives refuge to many, the nature of an actor is to entertain others
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through his acting talent and the nature of a dear friend is to be
always benevolent:
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He further says that it is essential on the part of the kings to be
aware of the vulnerable points of his enemies and they should not
let their enemies be aware their defects. In this context, the sage
Kanika gives the example of the tortoise which draws its head and
limbs into the shell to protect against predation:

Frefeed Ryfdeng faerfed == |
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It is a well known fact about the tortoises that the top shell
which is called carapace aids in camouflaging them from predators.

The tortoises are more defensive than offensive, retracting the feet
and head into their shell for protection.

To attain the objective with single mindedness, to exhibit
courage and bravery and to attack the enemies, the sage Kanika
gives the examples of a crane, lion and wolf respectively:

S afaEe Rieae Wi |
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It is said about the cranes that they employ different foraging
techniques for different food types. Tubers and rhizomes are dug
and a crane digging for them will remain in the place for some time
digging and then expanding the hole to find them.

The king of the jungle, lion is well known for its ferocity and
courage in the matter of aiming at his prey.

As far as wolves are concerned, they develop complex hunting
strategies to attack their prey. As wolves have a good sense of
smell, scenting is the most common way of detecting their prey.
After locating the prey, they follow it without being detected and
finally make their ferocious attack.

Stressing the same point, sage Kanika gives the example of the
deer beingalert and aware of the activities of the enemies:

FIR JUIH AT TR TR |
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It is said about the deer that they never sleep for long time.
Rather, they doze, always trying to stay alert.

Sage Kanika further says that after having caught the
surrendered enemy, if the king does not destroy him, it is very
often like an invitation to his very own death. Just like a mule
accepts death by becoming pregnant:

ELSHINE RINE RIS RSP E IR
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Mules are a hybrid of two species - a female horse and a male
donkey. So, they end up with an odd number of chromosomes. A
horse has 64 chromosomes and a donkey has 62. A mule inherits
63. An even number of chromosomes is needed to divide into pairs
and reproduce. So, mules are considered sterile and unable to
breed.

In a nutshell, the sage explains the prerequisites of the king and
advises the king Satrufijaya to possess the keen eye-sight of an
eagle, be single-minded on the target like a crane, be alert like a
dog, be courageous like a lion, be doubtful like a crow and attack
the enemy in his own place by knowing his vulnerable points like a
serpent:
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Kara vyavastha (Law of Taxation)

A tax is a financial charge or other levy imposed upon a tax-
payer by the State or the functional equivalent of the State and
failure to pay or evasion of the same or resistance to collection, is
punishable by law.

Emphasising the importance of taxation and explaining the
method of collection, Bhisma gives examples of certain insects and
animals. He says that the bees suck nectar of the flowers slowly
without harming the trees, a person milks the cow without
harming her breasts and giving difficulty to her calf. Similarly, a
king should extract tax from the subjects without hurting them too
much:
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It is said about the honey-bees that they adjust their foraging to

the times at which the food is available. They are unlikely to make
many frequent visits, if a plant provides little in the way of reward.
A single forager will visit different flowers in the morning and if
there is sufficient attraction and reward in the particular kind of
flower, she will make visits to that type of flower for most of the
day, unless the plants stop producing reward or weather
conditions change.

So, if the subjects are not able to pay the amount of tax the king
demands, he should never exhort them.

Then Bhisma by giving the examples of the leech and tiger,
says that a leech sucks the human blood slowly and a tigress carries
her cub with her teeth without hurting it even slightly.Similarly,
the king should collect the tax from the subjects without burdening
them too much:
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It is said about the leeches that when they are feeding, it is
essential for them to maintain the blood in a liquid state. It is
necessary to prevent coagulation at the bite site, obstruction of the
deep vessels and also to prevent an increase in blood mass in their
digestive tract. To ensure this, leeches secrete saliva containing a
number of active substances such as anti-coagulants, platelet
aggression inhibitors, proteinase inhibitors etc, So, without
harming the prey and according to the digestive capacity, leeches
suck the blood. In the same way, tax should be levied on the
subjects according to the necessity of the treasury and at the same
time without frightening the subjects.

Further, the behaviour of the rat has been beautifully portrayed
by Bhisma in this regard. A rat bites the skin of the foot of a
sleeping person very softly. That person only shakes his foot and
not the entire body.Similarly, the king should employ not-so-severe
methods to extract tax from the people:

Y TADIHRG: e I T |
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Unfair taxation does have dangerous consequences.
Emphasising this point, Bhisma says that if people try to subjugate
the horses excessively, they will make them ferocious. So also, the
king who implements unfair practices on the subjects, creates
hatred and anger in them:

QU FTRIA = H #17 affEr |
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The aggressive and dominant behaviour of the horse has
already been discussed.

And above all, while discharging the responsibilities, the king
should be like an ox. Bhisma, while stressing this quality of the
king, puts forth the behavior of an ox:

Jor GEERT SR GaT=I! g |
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It is a well known fact about the ox that his tranquility and

patience under labour, make him superior to other animals for
cultivating the ground and overcoming the constant resistance
forced by the earth. In the same way, overcoming the hurdles
equally with courage and enduring capability, the king should
discharge his responsibilities.

Conclusion

In this modern world, due to the advancement in science and
technology, there are separate branches like Ornithology,
Oceanology, Zoology etc.,, to study and record the traits and
behaviour of animals and birds. In the absence of these
advancements in the ancient times, it is wonderful to know how
the great sages like Vyasa and others had observed the behaviour
of animal kingdom and recorded the intricate scientific facts.These
expositions become more valuable and applicable as they have
been correlated with the royal duties, in other words governance
of the State. It has been approppriately said:

AferEi Temaa IRl T Faferq 189

So, whatis not in this epic is not to be found anywhere else.
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