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Introduction

Spirituality and ethics are core values that have shaped human life from time
immemorial. However, as societies and their institutions progress and go through ebbs
and flows, so does the relevance of such core values. Currently business entities are
going through challenging times facing multitude of problems. Post 2000, there has
been a wave of scandals related to the information and communications technology
(ICT) sector (the cases of Enron and WorldCom for example). In recent times ethical
issues were raised in the banking sector (London Interbank Offered Rate (LIBOR)
scandal for example). The Satyam episode in India also highlighted the consequences of
fraudulent and unethical practices of business leaders. These have brought to limelight
the inadequacy of current management practices primarily arising out of bad
leadership, personal greed and unethical practices. The most frequently heard phrases
include meltdown of the global economy, sub-prime crisis, perils of depression of not
only of the economy but also of the people being sent out of companies. People talk
about problems of supply crisis, price rise, salary cuts and layoffs.

This paper discusses the issue of management thoughts contained in our purdnas3. The
paper begins by highlighting some of the issues that modern day management faces.
Therefore, there is an interest to look for alternative perspectives and ideas pertaining
to management. This is followed by arguing that it is not surprising to find that the
puranas indeed contain rich perspectives on management. The paper further proceeds
to propose a schema for organization of our traditional wisdom that consists of the $rti,
smritis, puranas and other ancient texts and demonstrate its parallels to the modern day
repository of knowledge that any society needs for management. Using this schema the
role of purdnas in the context of management is established. Finally, a few specific
issues of relevance to management today are taken up for discussion. The paper shows
how the ideas contained in the purdnds either clarifies certain aspects in today’s context
or provides alternative perspectives to the problems that we currently go through in
the domain of management.

Current Problems in Business Management

Among the many challenges in the business world, workers world-wide face increasing
demands to work extended hours and consequently experience considerable work

1 This write-up is based on the presentation made in the Conference on Mahapuranas jointly
organized by Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, Bangalore and ISKCON, Bangalore held during June
2015 in Bangalore.

2 B Mahadevan, Professor, Indian Institute of Management Bangalore, Bannerghatta Road,
Bangalore 560 076. bmahadevan207 @gmail.com.

3 In this write-up the term purdnas will include the itihdsas and the mahapuranas.

4 All Sanskrit words in this write-up are as per the IAST convention and are in italics. For details
on IAST see, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International Alphabet of Sanskrit Transliteration
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overload®. This invariably leads to mental stress and job burnout among managers. A
recent research reported that a growing number of dissatisfied employees complained
that they felt deprived of meaning in their workplaces®. The “Occupy Wall Street” and
other anti-business movements clearly show the crisis of the materialistic management
paradigm. Materialistic management is based on the belief that the sole motivation of
doing business is money-making and success should be measured by the generated
profit only.

The current state of the society points to an interesting state of duality. On one hand,
there are indicators of progress such as more salary, greater buying power leading to
many malls and hyper stores for shopping, better roads and higher educational
standards. However, ironically on the other hand we also find that the stress levels are
high and people are ageing faster. There are studies that suggest that India is the
diabetic and hypertension capital of the world. Furthermore, several people
increasingly complain of deteriorating quality of life. On an average we find that
individuals feel more stressed today than perhaps 20 - 30 years ago. In today’s scheme
of things, organizations and management philosophies will brush this idea into a
personal agenda not worth getting into. The dominant thinking in management seems
to be “you can keep aside all those individual issues and set your targets and make sure
things work”. It is hard to imagine that individual issues can be kept away and still there
is something called Business Management.

Another major source of worry for modern business management and society is
sustainability. The western world seems to be waking up to the issue of sustainability
after running the consumption engine to its maximum capacity. A paper published in
1999 suggested that in the US it takes 12.2 acres to supply an average person's basic
needs, eight acres in the Netherlands and less than an acre in India’. Most strikingly,
another estimate was that if the entire world lived like those in North America do, it
would take three planet Earths to support the present population, leave alone the future
generations.

The current approach to this problem assumes that perhaps we can create and/or tame
nature. Unfortunately this could be nothing more than a wishful thinking. Another study
showed how futile and fancy this idea could be. An experimental setup known as
Biosphere II was created in Arizona. Despite $200 million worth of elaborate
equipment, Biosphere II had failed to generate breathable air, drinkable water, and
adequate food for just eight peoples. Business management practices today are simply
incapable of addressing the larger issue of sustainability using market economy as the
main vehicle.

5 Fry, LW. and Cohen, M.P. (2009). “Spiritual Leadership as a Paradigm for Organizational
Transformation and Recovery from Extended Work Hours Cultures”, Journal of Business
Ethics, 84, pp. 265-278

6 Marques, J. (2011). “Spirituality, Meaning, Interbeing, Leadership, and Empathy: SMILE”,
Interbeing, 4 (2), pp.- 7 - 17.

7 Hart, S.L. (1997), “Beyond Greening: Strategies for a sustainable world”, Harvard Business
Review, Vol. 75, No. 1, 66 - 76. Also, Donelia Meadows, (1996). "Our 'Footprints' Are Treading
Too Much Earth," Charleston (S.C.) Gazette, April 1, 1996.

8 Lovins,, A.B., L.H. Lovins and P. Hawker B. (1999), A road map to natural capitalism, Harvard
Business Review, Vol. 77, No. 3, 145 - 159.



Management Thoughts in Puranas Page |3

[t appears that our ideas of business management do not seem to work well. The
unfolding business crises and scams have exposed the leadership crunch in
organisations. The current practice of leadership seems unable to resolve the major
issues facing businesses. Furthermore, this has once again brought to the forefront the
role of spirituality and ethical and moral values in all domains of the society including
the business. A number of scholars mention a paradigm shift in management theory,
and practice in the last few years. These changes in management include a shift from an
economic focus to quality of life, spirituality, and social responsibility?, a shift from self-
centeredness to interconnectedness?, and a change from a materialistic to a spiritual
orientation!l. Another researcher reports that Anita Roddick, the founder of the Body
Shop, invested a quarter of the company’s net profits back to the community to “keep
the soul of the company alive”12. Such traits are exhibited by an individual when she/he
is able to imbibe spirituality.

Role of Puranas in Management

The moot question is whether our purdnas contain useful ideas for management. A
cursory glance at some portions of our puranas will indeed suggest that there is a rich
repository of management thoughts contained in it. The reasons are not farfetched.
Management is all about dealing with a multitude of people, situations, and entitles
around. Since the purands contain a number of situations dealing multiple entities and
people it is inevitable that they indeed bring out management ideas to the fore. In order
to understand this better we need to delve a little bit into the manner in which the
ancient Indian knowledge tradition is organized.

The core and primordial source of our knowledge is the srti. The vedic text consisting of
mantras, brahmanas, aranyakas and upanisads form the $rti. Srti provides the overall
defining framework for our living. Therefore there is a need to expand the tenets
contained in this framework. It requires detailed explanations in terms of “how to”
aspects of the ideas expressed in the srti. Therefore, we have another set of knowledge
known as smrtis, which provide detailed prescriptions in terms of do’s and don’ts of
specific situations. These are in the form of dharma Sastras, gruhya and srauta sutras etc.
In other words the smrtis are detailed commentaries that provide explanatory details of
what is intended in the srti. Although smrtis provide detailed instructions with respect
to the application of the ideas enjoined in the vedas, several conflicting situations
emerge and pose unique challenges in the applications of these principles. Therefore,
knowledge of how different situations that can be subjective in nature, and need to be
addressed based on the merits of the situation, have been handled is a very useful
addition to the repository. This indeed will provide subtle dimensions and needed

9 Walsh, J. P.,, Weber, K. and Margolis, ].D. (2003). “Social Issues and Management: Our Lost
Cause Found”, University of Michigan Business School, Ann Arbor, MI.

10 Capra, F. (1996). “The Web of Life: A New Scientific Understanding of Living Systems”,
Anchor Books, New York.

11 Neal, J. (1997). “Spirituality in Management Education: A Guide to Resources”, Journal of
Management Education 21, pp. 121 - 140.

12 Karakas, F. (2010). “Spirituality and Performance in Organizations: A Literature Review”,
Journal of Business Ethics, 94 pp. 89 - 106.
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clarity to handle a myriad of situations that emerge in one’s life. The puranas serve this
very purpose and provide this valuable knowledge for the benefit of the mankind.

It appears that in modern times we have adopted systems that are designed using a very
similar approach to handle a variety of situations as they emerge from time to time. For
instance consider the Income Tax Act 1961. This act will be cryptic and will merely
enumerate the sections and sub-sections in the act. In order to understand its
applications, typically a detailed publication known as “A guide to the Income Tax Act”
is brought out. This will provide the explanatory notes detailing the intent behind the
sections and sub-sections of the act. It will also unambiguously lay down the do’s and
don’ts pertaining to various sections and provisions of the act. This is the equivalent of
the smrtis. However, what makes the application of the act more meaningful and easy is
the compilation of “Case laws”. Case laws are detailed descriptions of how various
complications arising out of situations from time to time have been handled. This is the
exact equivalence of the puranads in our ancient knowledge tradition.

Viewed from this perspective, we will be able to appreciate the fact that puranas play a
crucial role in helping us deal with the world of vyavahara. Therefore, they indeed
contain valuable knowledge relevant to management.

Some Management Thoughts from Puranas

In our knowledge tradition under the category of puranas there are two itihdsas
(Ramayanam and Mahabharatam) and 18 Mahapuranas. There are several upa-puranas
also. It is practically impossible even to take a single purana and explore the
management thoughts in them. Therefore, in this paper, we adopt a different approach.
We take a few major themes discussed in the management literature today and explore
the ideas pertaining to these discussed in the puranas. At the outset it may not be out of
place to mention that in recent times there have been several attempts to cull out
management thoughts from Srimad Bhagavad Gita, which is part of Mahabharatam.

The notion of Sustainability

Over the recent past there has been a growing concern on the impact of business on
environment. These arise on account of depletion of natural resources, waste generated
from industrial activity, manufacturing and mass and service systems and at the end-of-
life of products. Increasingly, firms are under pressure to take responsibility for
restoring, sustaining and enriching the planet’s ecosystem instead of merely exploiting
them. In our contemporary approach to business growth and profitability, we seem
oblivious to the fact that resources required for sustaining the current levels of
consumption may be fast depleting. Further, today’s management discourse on
sustainability is dominantly one of economic sustainability. The other two dimensions;
environmental sustainability and social sustainability are not well articulated and
addressed today.

Ideas in purdanas on the other hand provide an overarching and more comprehensive
framework for sustainability. The notion of Dharma as the key purusartha emphasizes
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the notion of sustainability in a wider sense. In the Karna Parva of Mahabhdratam there
is a basic definition available for dharma:

UROTGHHTGHHT SR Uel: |

AT TRUTHH | & 31 83: 1172.58

dharanad-dharmam iti ahuh dharmo dharayate prajah
yat syat dharanasamyuktam sa dharma iti niscayah?’3

THATAT AT SHyae Had |
TSI @ g9 3(d 8= 11 72.59

prabhavarthdya bhiitanam dharma-pravacanam krtam
yasmat prabhava-samyuktah sa dharma iti niscayah

According to these prescriptions, the very purpose of dharma is to ensure sustainability
of the living beings and all those that are fundamentally contributing to the cause of
sustainability is indeed classified to be dharmic. Furthermore, the overall framework of
dharma is primarily intended for nourishment and development of the living beings. A
deeper understanding of the various tenets of dharma can help today’s society restore
the balance from a perspective of sustainability. For instance, the notion of yajfia as
portrayed in our purdnas (see for example chapter 3 of Gita, slokas 9 - 20) provide a
larger meaning to sustainability. Similarly the concept of panca maha yajiias envisaged
in our purdnas also presents a larger and a robust framework for sustainability.

The architects of our tradition clearly had a very unequivocal understanding of
sustainability in letter and spirit. On account of the importance of sustainability, our
puranas emphasized the need for protecting dharma as it in turn will protect the one
who follows dharma, as is evident from the parting advice Kausalya gives to Sri Rama
when he left for the forest (Ayodhya Kandam):

2 gTeTaTg 9 & g 9 FeEa 9 |
T o TEERIEE THEETHRET Il 25.3

yam palayasi dharmam tvam dhrtyd ca niyamena ca
sa vai raghavasardilla dharmas-tvamabhiraksatu

"0 Raghava! the Dharma which you uphold with steadfastness and discipline may
protect you from all sides".

The manu smriti presented the same idea as:

13 All Slokas are rendered in Roman scripts as per the IAST schema for transliteration.
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T U gt gf T 87T er: |
5T 7 Fwciedl | A &= gats i || 8.25

dharma eva hato hanti dharmo raksati raksitah
tasmat dharmo na hantavyo ma no dharmo hato’vadhit

Inspiration Vs Satisfaction

Modern management theories have spent disproportionally more time on the issue of
satisfaction and motivation. On the other hand, if we look at the pauranic literature, the
emphasis seems to be more on inspiration. One of the issues that Shri Krishna
emphasizes to Arjuna through the teachings laid out in Srimad Bhagavad Gita is the
issue of leadership. In several chapters in the Gita there are interesting discussions
pertaining to the quality of leadershipi4. According to the Gita, leadership is at its best
only when it becomes inspirational. Inspirational leaders have several attributes?®.
These include:

e Qutgrowing one’s own vision from the narrow perspective of “what is in it for
me?” (Gita: 3.9) to an opportunity to make a difference to the people and the
place that they associate with

e Unwavering commitment to lead by example (Gita: 3.21)

e Developing a high degree of equanimity (Gita: 2.14). No great leadership is
possible without developing a sense of equanimity. Lord Krishna drives this
point home in the Gita in several places (Chapters 2 to 14).

e Understanding and practising the principle of mutual dependence (Gita 3.11)

e Not being afraid of anyone and not generating any sense of fear in others (Gita:
12.15)

e An ability to dramatically transform people and entities in a sustained fashion
that they come into contact with. It is therefore not surprising that many entities
and people in this country and elsewhere have been significantly influenced by a
person like Mahatma Gandhi till date. This phenomenon is tightly bound to our
continuing tradition.

e Leaving behind an impact that guides a large number of people and
organisations for a long time to come. Collins echoes these attributes through his
definition of Level 5 leadership, one that transcends self-interest through a
paradoxical mix of humility and professional will1é.

In order to achieve such a level of leadership, a strong current of spirituality must run in
an individual. Spirituality will broaden the vision of an individual, melt his/her heart
through empathy, embolden him/her to take steps without fear of failure and

14 See for example Swami Ranganathananda’s three part commentary on Gita, “Universal
Message of Bhagavad Gita” published by Advaita Ashrama, Calcutta, 2001.

15 For more details on this see, Mahadevan, B., (2013). "Inspirational Leadership: Perspectives
from Gita", Chapter 13 in Sanskrit and Development of World Thought, Kutumba Sastry V.
(Ed.), D K Print World, New Delhi, pp 199 - 210.

16 Collins, J. (2001), “Good to Great”, Random Book House, London, pp 17 - 40.
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significantly increase his/her leadership competence. This seems to be the underlying
message in the Gita on matters pertaining to leadership.

Sense of Equanimity

A leader faces a variety of situations in his professional life. While some of them may be
conducive, in several cases it can be hostile to his thoughts and actions. All great
decisions are not taken in haste and excitement but with a mental framework of
calmness and mental equipoise. Developing a mental equipoise is all about developing a
superior frame of mind that enables one to face the world of ups and downs with
evenness. Only with such a capability one can face the pushes and pulls of life.
Unfortunately, modern management practices have not dealt this issue in great detail.
The emphasis in most cases is to address situational factors rather than
personal/individual trials and tribulations.

On the other hand, one of the major issues discussed in the puranas in several places
and in great measure is the issue of equanimity (titiksa). We have already seen how this
issue has been discussed in great detail in the Gita. Ayodhya Kandam of Ramayanam
provides a wonderful illustration of the importance of this. In the 16t sarga, Valmiki
begins to describe the jubilant mood of Rama (of becoming the king) when he was
summoned by Dasaratha. In the 19t sarga he goes on to describe the mental pressures
Rama has gone through.

T ST oo Se1T < Fe i |

TE & INERUT gEARE WA 9 1| 16.20

hanta Sighramito gatva draksyami ca mahipatim
saha tvam parivarena sukhamasva ramasva ca

Here Rama is portrayed to be in a happy state of mind and he instructs Sita to revel in
enjoyment with her friends so that he can meet his father and come back quickly. When
he returned after the conversation with Kaikeyi and Dasaratha, he was full of grief and
was making all the efforts to conceal his emotions and feelings.

RIAHT § @S0 el = |
ferereTe e 9H ARSI 1119.35

dharayan manasa duhkham-indriyani nigrhya ca
pravivesatmavan veSma madturapriyasamsivan

However, it was not possible to conceal his feelings, which is evident when we look at
the following observation of Sita. Rama’s face changed, and he looked sad and on seeing
this, Stitd was worried and inquired him of the matter:

o

37 Wi G qHH 9 & afad |

-~

0 O NS
SHRAIenAdd [l pleidi<dH Il 26.6
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atha sita samutpatya vepamadna ca tam patim
apasyat-sokasantaptam cinta-vyakulita-indriyam

ToaviaE 51 o TRaeHTuu |
38 AT [BHETHIHE T4 1l 26.8

vivarnavadanam drstva tam prasvinnam-amrsanam
ahu duhkhabhisamtapta kimidanimidam prabho

Rama has been going through these emotions for a considerably long time, which is
evident if we read the text further. Even in the 53rd sarga we are able to see how the
emotions of Rama continue to pour out while he was in the forest. His mind was
thinking of several issues connected to the event, which is evident from the following
sloka:

TEH HHTHTAIR] T34 AT |
HTH TS TRIFTH 5 Jd: 11 53.9

idam vyasanam-alokya rajiiasca mativibhRamam
kama eva-arthadharmabhyam gariyaniti me matih

The trace of events seems to have momentarily shaken Rama’s belief in the superiority
of dharma as a purusartha. In this sloka He says, “By seeing the behaviour of the king, it
appears that kama is superior to artha and dharma”.

Further, Sri Rama’s mind wanders into issues such as the luck that has befallen on
Bharata to rule the kingdom and the wickedness of Kaikeyt. The following slokas bear
testimony to this:

T & For o g@HHH AT |
Td o ST A1 IROIHTRId 1153.12

sa hi sarvasya rajyasya sukhamekam bhavisyati
tate ca vayasatite mayi caranyamasthite

With the aged father around and my being in the forest, it is clear that Bharata will
determine fortune and happiness of the people of Ayodhya.

&% 1 & hehdl SRR |
IREE fe &H T o 79 91X | 53.18

ksudra karma hi kaikeyi dvesadanyayyamadcaret
paridadyat hi dharmajiia garam te mama mataram

Kaikeyi is wicked in nature, and out of her bad feelings she may even choose to poison
my mother and your mother.
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With a stream of wandering thoughts like this and being alone in the forest Rama’s eyes
were filled with tears and he could not sleep and was silently sitting in the night:

UG U] [T st o |

SFRYUHE Tt T qoitaTerTd 11 53.27

etadanyacca karunam vilapya vijane vane
asruptirnamukho ramo nisi tisnimupavisat

These thoughts and descriptions show how difficult is it for one to face disappointments
and failures in life. However, towards the end of Ayodhya Kandam we are able to see a
different characterization of R@dma when Bharata meets the brother and pleads him to
return to Ayodhya. The conversation between Rama and Bharata and Rama’s handling of
the persuasions by Vasista and other elders (sargas 98 - 116 in Ayodhyd Kandam)
provide a wonderful reading and valuable lessons on the issue of equanimity.

The lofty ideas that Rama imparts to Bharata in the 105t sarga shows the level of
maturity Rama has exhibited and the strength of his character. After a long conversation
Rama advises Bharata to return to Ayodhya and get himself anointed as the King in
order to fulfill the wishes of the father. He further told him that he is doing the same act
of fulfilling the wishes of his father by staying in the forest:

A e Ul Feaie |
HUHE T Toi5, [eTTHaT =T 11107.9

bhavanapi tathetyeva pitaram satyavadinam
kartumarhati rajendra ksipramevabhisecanat

SEOTHII ST Hedhel 9T T4 |

U’ =nfu e Je’ === 11107.10

rnanmocaya rajanam matkrte bharata prabhum
pitaram capi dharmajiiam mataram cabhinandaya

It is indeed hard to imagine how one can let go an opportunity to get back the kingdom.
Managing one’s temptations is the hallmark of leadership. The entire set of events and
narrations in Ayodhya Kandam provides a rich repository of knowledge as to how one
can develop a strong character and clarified inner self. In today’s scheme of things, our
ability to exhibit superior leadership skills critically depends on these aspects. A deeper
contemplation of the events in Ayodhya Kandam will indeed give us valuable lessons.

Other Management ideas
There are a number of interesting ideas that one can draw from the purdnas that may

provide a concise yet an interesting perspective to several aspects of management. It
may be worthwhile to mention one or two such examples here.
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In the first sarga of Sundara Kandam as soon as Hanuman crosses the sea and reaches
the shores of Lanka, Valmiki points to the four factors that are important for executional
excellence. Steadfastness and fortitude in the task at hand, a certain vision, good
presence of mind supported by the knowledge of the problems and solutions and good
executional skills are important aspects of accomplishing any task at hand.

T AT eI S J7 T |

yfsfEdfaeied @ g 7 9iehd || 1.198

yasya tvetani catvari vanarendra yatha tava
dhrtir-drstir-matir-darksyam sa karmasu na sidati

Another valuable dimension in the puranas is the elaborate treatment of moral and
ethical dilemmas that one’s is likely to face in decision making. These issues have been
dealt with in such a manner that it provides some more clarity on the application of
dharma in myriad situations. The issue of dharma siiksma described elaborately in our
puranas provides one with thoughts pertaining to handling multiple situations which
are in the domain of management. The following slokas from the Karna Parva of
Mahabhdratam provides an idea of this:

GG I 9Ty 7 e1gerd o |
qRfos fe daae deaeamard § °id: 11 72.31

satyasyam vacanam sadhu na satyadvidyate param
sudurvidam hi tattvena tatsatyamiti me matih

HelcHcqHeIhed ahedH-yd Jod |
T Aol Tl = o |1 72.32

bhavet-satyam-avaktavyam vaktavyamanrtam bhavet
yatranrtam bhavet-satyam satyam capyanrtam bhavet

In a conversation with Arjuna, Sri Krishna highlights to Arjuna that the exact meaning of
truth and its applications are subtle and deep. He suggested that it is very difficult to
understand truth observed in action. Truth becomes unutterable and untruth utterable,
where untruth would pose as truth and truth as untruth.

Conclusions

This paper merely provides a sample of what one can indeed look for in the purdnas. A
vast repository of knowledge contained in the puranas can provide valuable insights to
several of the problems that we face today in our society. The choice is ours to make use
of this. In our anxiety to cull out management thoughts from the puranas we must not
lose sight of the fact that these texts are meant for a much larger purpose of shaping the
thinking of the society on multiple aspects such as spirituality, religious practices,
inculcating high thinking and setting aspirations for lofty goals of moksa. With such an
overall understanding, we will gain more even when we cull out some useful
perspectives in the domain of management.



