Business Ethics in Ancient Indian Texts: An Introductory Survey of Literature

Introduction:

Business ethics refers to the moral principles and values that guide the behavior of individuals and
organizations in the business world. It encompasses issues such as fair and honest dealings, respect
for people and the environment, and social responsibility. At its core, business ethics is concerned
with promoting ethical behavior in the pursuit of business objectives. It involves making decisions
that are not only financially sound, but also socially responsible and sustainable over the long term.
Business ethics can encompass a wide range of topics, including corporate social responsibility,
fair labor practices, environmental sustainability, and ethical marketing practices. It is essential for
companies to have strong ethical guidelines in place to ensure that they are operating in a manner
that is consistent with their values and the expectations of their stakeholders. By adhering to high
ethical standards, companies can build trust with their customers, employees, and the wider
community, which can ultimately lead to increased profitability and long-term success.

Ancient Indian texts, particularly the Vedas and the Upanishads, provide insights into the
principles of business ethics that were prevalent in India at the time. One of the central tenets of
business ethics in ancient India was the concept of dharma, which refers to ethical duty or
righteousness. This concept held that individuals had a moral obligation to act in accordance with
their duty, and to consider the consequences of their actions on others. The concept of artha, or the
pursuit of wealth and prosperity, was also an important aspect of business ethics in ancient India.
However, it was believed that this pursuit should be balanced with the principles of dharma, so
that individuals did not engage in unethical or immoral practices in their pursuit of wealth. The
concept of karma, or the belief in the consequences of one's actions, was also central to business
ethics in ancient India. It was believed that individuals would be rewarded or punished based on
their actions, and that it was important to act in accordance with dharma in order to ensure positive
outcomes. Finally, the concept of ahimsa, or non-violence, was also an important aspect of
business ethics in ancient India. This principle held that individuals should strive to avoid harm to
others, and to act in a way that promoted peace and harmony in society. Overall, the principles of
dharma, artha, karma, and ahimsa provide insights into the ethical principles that were valued in
ancient Indian society, and continue to influence modern business practices in India today.

Business Ethics in Arthashastra:

Arthashastra is an ancient Indian text that provides a comprehensive account of the principles and
practices of governance, including economic and business practices. The text provides insights
into the principles of business ethics that were prevalent in ancient India. One of the central themes
of Arthashastra is the importance of dharma, or ethical duty, in business practices. The text
emphasizes the importance of honesty, fairness, and transparency in business dealings, and warns
against engaging in corrupt or unethical practices. Arthashastra also stresses the importance of
social responsibility in business practices. The text encourages business owners to engage in



philanthropic activities and to contribute to the welfare of the community. Another important
principle of business ethics in Arthashastra is the concept of sustainability. The text emphasizes
the importance of using resources wisely and promoting environmental sustainability and warns
against engaging in practices that harm the environment or deplete natural resources. Arthashastra
also stresses the importance of ethical leadership in business. The text emphasizes the importance
of leaders who are honest, fair, and transparent in their dealings, and who prioritize the welfare of
the community over their own self-interest. Overall, Arthashastra provides insights into the
principles of business ethics that were valued in ancient India, and continues to influence modern
business practices in India today

Bhagvad Gita and Business Ethics

The Bhagavad Gita is an ancient Hindu text that provides guidance on ethical behavior and
spiritual principles. While it is not a business-specific text, it contains several principles that can
be applied to business ethics. One of the key principles of business ethics in the Bhagavad Gita is
the concept of karma yoga. This involves performing one's duties in a selfless manner, without
being attached to the results of one's actions. This principle emphasizes the importance of
performing ethical actions without being motivated by personal gain or self-interest. Another
important principle of business ethics in the Bhagavad Gita is the concept of dharma, or ethical
duty. The text emphasizes the importance of acting in accordance with one's dharma, and avoiding
actions that go against ethical principles. The Bhagavad Gita also emphasizes the importance of
treating others with respect and compassion. This principle encourages individuals to act with
kindness and empathy towards others, and to avoid engaging in practices that harm others. Finally,
the text emphasizes the importance of pursuing knowledge and self-improvement. This principle
encourages individuals to constantly strive for self-improvement and to seek out knowledge that
can help them make ethical and responsible decisions. Overall, the Bhagavad Gita provides
insights into the principles of business ethics that emphasize selflessness, ethical duty, compassion,
and self-improvement. These principles can help guide ethical decision-making in the business
world.

Business Ethics in Ramayana and Mahabharata

The Mahabharata and Ramayana are two of the most important ancient Indian epics, and they
provide insights into the principles of business ethics and human relations. In the Mahabharata,
the character of Yudhishthira embodies the principles of ethical conduct in business. He is known
for his honesty, fairness, and sense of duty towards his employees and customers. Yudhishthira
also emphasizes the importance of building trust with stakeholders, and avoiding deceitful
practices that harm others. The Ramayana, on the other hand, emphasizes the importance of
interpersonal relationships in business. The character of Rama is known for his compassion,
empathy, and respect for others, which helps him to build strong relationships with his employees,
customers, and suppliers. Rama also emphasizes the importance of treating employees with dignity
and respect, and recognizing their contributions to the success of the business. Both epics also
emphasize the importance of social responsibility in business. Yudhishthira and Rama both



prioritize the welfare of their communities, and work to promote the well-being of others through
philanthropic activities and ethical business practices. Overall, the Mahabharata and Ramayana
provide important lessons on the principles of business ethics and human relations. By following
these principles, individuals and organizations can build strong relationships with stakeholders,
promote ethical behavior, and contribute to the well-being of society as a whole.

Folklore Traditions and Business Ethics

Folklore traditions of India, including fables, tales, and legends, are replete with stories that
illustrate the importance of ethical behavior in business and commerce. Many of these stories are
rooted in the principles of dharma and karma, which emphasize the importance of acting in
accordance with moral and ethical principles, and taking responsibility for one's actions.

One example of a folktale that illustrates the importance of ethical behavior in business is the story
of the merchant and the mouse. In this story, a mouse is caught in a merchant's trap, but the
merchant spares the mouse's life after it promises to repay his kindness. Later, the mouse saves the
merchant's life by gnawing through the ropes that bind him to a tree, demonstrating the importance
of treating others with compassion and respect.

Another folktale that emphasizes the importance of ethical behavior in business is the story of the
honest woodcutter. In this story, a woodcutter finds a purse of gold in the forest, but instead of
keeping it, he turns it over to the local king. The king is so impressed by the woodcutter's honesty
that he rewards him with the purse of gold, illustrating the importance of honesty and integrity in
business.

Many other folktales in Indian folklore emphasize the importance of ethical conduct, including the
story of the farmer and the snake, the story of the lion and the mouse, and the story of the three
fish.

Overall, Indian folklore traditions provide a rich source of wisdom and guidance on the principles
of ethical behavior in business and commerce. By following these principles, individuals and
organizations can build strong relationships with stakeholders, promote ethical behavior, and
contribute to the well-being of society as a whole.

Ethical Issues in Modern day world and its solutions in ancient Indian texts

There are many ethical issues that are prevalent in the modern-day world, and ancient Indian texts
provide several solutions and principles that can help address these issues. Here are a few
examples:

1. Corruption: Corruption is a major ethical issue in many countries. Ancient Indian texts
emphasize the importance of honesty and transparency in business dealings, and warn
against engaging in corrupt practices. The concept of dharma, or ethical duty, can also help
address corruption by encouraging individuals to act in accordance with ethical principles
and to consider the impact of their actions on others.



2. Environmental degradation: Environmental degradation is a growing concern in many
parts of the world. Ancient Indian texts emphasize the importance of sustainability and the
responsible use of natural resources. The concept of ahimsa, or non-violence, can also be
applied to environmental issues by encouraging individuals to avoid practices that harm
the environment and to promote harmony with nature.

3. Exploitation of workers: Exploitation of workers is a major ethical issue in many industries.
Ancient Indian texts emphasize the importance of fair labor practices and the treatment of
workers with respect and dignity. The concept of artha, or the pursuit of wealth, can also
be balanced with the principles of dharma to ensure that workers are not exploited in the
pursuit of profit.

4. Social inequality: Social inequality is a major ethical issue in many societies. Ancient
Indian texts emphasize the importance of compassion and empathy towards others, and
encourage individuals to act in ways that promote the welfare of the community. The
concept of karma, or the belief in the consequences of one's actions, can also be applied to
social inequality by encouraging individuals to consider the impact of their actions on
others.

Overall, ancient Indian texts provide a wealth of principles and solutions that can help address
many of the ethical issues that are prevalent in the modern-day world. By applying these principles
in the business world and in society as a whole, we can promote ethical behavior and create a more
just and sustainable world.

Dharmashastras discussion on Vaishya ethics

The Dharmashastras are a collection of ancient Hindu texts that provide guidance on ethical and
moral principles in various aspects of life, including business and commerce. Vaishyas are the
third of the four varnas or social classes in the Hindu caste system, traditionally associated with
merchants, traders, and agriculturalists. The Dharmashastras contain several references to ethical
principles that are applicable to vaishya ethics. One of the central principles of vaishya ethics in
the Dharmashastras is the importance of honesty and fair dealing in business practices. The texts
warn against engaging in fraudulent or deceitful practices, and emphasize the importance of
keeping one's word and fulfilling contracts. Another important principle of vaishya ethics in the
Dharmashastras is the concept of dharma, or ethical duty. Vaishyas are expected to conduct their
business in accordance with dharma, which involves acting in accordance with moral and ethical
principles and considering the impact of their actions on others. The Dharmashastras also
emphasize the importance of social responsibility in vaishya ethics. Vaishyas are expected to
contribute to the welfare of the community and to engage in philanthropic activities. Finally, the
texts emphasize the importance of self-improvement and the pursuit of knowledge. Vaishyas are
encouraged to constantly improve their skills and knowledge, and to seek out opportunities for
learning and self-improvement. Overall, the Dharmashastras provide a comprehensive account of
the principles and practices of vaishya ethics, emphasizing honesty, fairness, dharma, social
responsibility, and self-improvement. These principles continue to influence modern business
practices in India today.



Conclusion of Ancient Indian Ethical texts

Ancient Indian ethical texts, such as the Vedas, the Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, and the
Dharmashastras, provide a rich source of wisdom and guidance on ethical behavior and moral
principles. These texts emphasize the importance of honesty, fairness, compassion, selflessness,
and social responsibility in all aspects of life, including business and commerce. One of the key
themes in these texts is the concept of dharma, or ethical duty. Dharma emphasizes the importance
of acting in accordance with moral and ethical principles and taking responsibility for one's actions
and their impact on others. Other important themes include the pursuit of knowledge, the
importance of self-improvement, and the promotion of social welfare. These ethical principles
have influenced Indian society and culture for thousands of years and continue to guide the
behavior of individuals and organizations today. By applying these principles in the business world
and in society as a whole, we can promote ethical behavior, social responsibility, and the creation
of a more just and sustainable world.
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Comprehensive overview of the literature that is referred and cited in the study:

1. Panchatantra, translated by Patrick Olivelle (Oxford University Press, 2008).

About the Reference: The Pancatantra is the most famous collection of fables in India and was
one of the earliest Indian books to be translated into Western languages. No other work of Indian
literature has had a greater influence on world literature, and no other collection of stories has
become as popular in India itself. Patrick Olivelle presents the Pancatantra in all its complexity
and rich ambivalence, examining central elements of political and moral philosophy alongside the
many controversial issues surrounding its history. This new translation vividly reveals the story-
telling powers of the original author, while detailed notes illuminate aspects of ancient Indian
society and religion to the non-specialist reader.

2. Vikram and the Vampire, translated by Richard Francis Burton (Cosimo Classics, 2007).

About the Reference: O King Vikram, listen to the true story which | am about to tell thee...' Thus
begins Vikram and the VVampire, British Orientalist Richard F. Burton's classic retelling of the
Sanskrit Vetala Panchavimshati (Twenty-five Tales of the Betal), the ever-popular tales about the
legendary king Vikramaditya and the vampire, or Betal, who vexes the king with stories that pose
searching questions about the morals of life in ancient India. Although based on earlier oral
traditions, one of the stories' first retelling is found in the eleventh-century Kathasaritsagara (Ocean
of the Stream of Stories). Gods and demons, ghouls and kings, abound in these stories that capture
mythic India at its best and bring to life an ancient world. An intrepid explorer and traveller, and
an anthropologist with avid curiosity about far-flung cultures and peoples, Burton travelled to India
in 1842, just as the first Afghan war came to an end. His interest in the region took him on journeys
across the Indian subcontinent, often disguised as a Muslim man. An Indophile, he was at home
with the Indian classics, and this retelling provided some of the first insights into these texts to
Westerners. This new reissue of Burton's adaptation of the classic tales, along with the 34 original
black-and-white illustrations by Ernest Griset that accompanied the first edition, includes his
original notes on the text and his introduction to the volume.

3. Indian Ethics: Classical Traditions and Contemporary Challenges, edited by Purushottama
Bilimoria and Joseph Prabhu (Ashgate Publishing, 2007).



About the Reference: Indian ethics is one of the great traditions of moral thought in world
philosophy whose insights have influenced thinkers in early Greece, Europe, Asia, and the New
World. This is the first such systematic study of the spectrum of moral reflections from India,
engaging a critical cross-cultural perspective and attending to modern secular sensibilities. The
volume explores the scope and limits of Indian ethical thinking, reflecting on the interpretation
and application of its teachings and practices in the comparative and contemporary contexts. The
chapters chart orthodox and heterodox debates, from early classical Hindu texts to Buddhist, Jaina,
Yoga, and Gandhian ethics. The range of issues includes: life-values and virtues, karma and
dharma, evil and suffering, renunciation and enlightenment; and extends to questions of human
rights and justice, ecology and animal ethics, nonviolence and democracy. Ramifications for
rethinking ethics in a postmodern and global era are also explored. Indian Ethics offers an
invaluable resource for students of philosophy, religion, human sciences and cultural studies, and
to those interested in South Asian responses to moral dilemmas in the postcolonial era.

4. Hitopadesha, translated by Arthur W. Ryder (Dover Publications, 2003).

About the Author: Arthur W. Ryder (1877-1938) translated several Sanskrit works into English.
His goal in translation was to produce a work that stood by itself. At this he was successful.
Especially in translating short memorable Sanskrit verses into equally memorable English verse
(with metre and rhyme), he has no equal. Few other translators from Sanskrit into English manage
to do so without making it sound awkward.

His masterpiece is his translation of the Panchatantra (1925), which is still popular and in print,
but most other translations of his are still worth reading. All his works are now in the public
domain. (His Panchatantra was the only one of his works whose copyright was renewed, so it was
the last one to enter the public domain, which it did in 2021.)

5. The Spirit of Hindu Law, by Donald R. Davis Jr. (Cambridge University Press, 2010).

About the Reference: Law is too often perceived solely as state-based rules and institutions that
provide a rational alternative to religious rites and ancestral customs. The Spirit of Hindu Law uses
the Hindu legal tradition as a heuristic tool to question this view and reveal the close linkage
between law and religion. Emphasizing the household, the family, and everyday relationships as
additional social locations of law, it contends that law itself can be understood as a theology of
ordinary life. An introduction to traditional Hindu law and jurisprudence, this book is structured
around key legal concepts such as the sources of law and authority, the laws of persons and things,
procedure, punishment and legal practice. It combines investigation of key themes from Sanskrit
legal texts with discussion of Hindu theology and ethics, as well as thorough examination of
broader comparative issues in law and religion.
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