
Abstract
This paper is an attempt to explore the Buddhist conception of a state and an ideal society. Aggannasutta 
that is the theory of state given by the enlightened one is one of the most rational and logical explanation 
to the origin of life and the subsequent origination of state and kingship. Mahashramana, great monk, 
that is Buddha explained the cosmic origin of life about 2500 years ago which even the modern scientists 
of today could not deny. It was basically a discourse imparted by the Buddha to his two Brahmin 
disciples Vasettha and Bharadvaja. They were disturbed by the attacks and reviles of the Brahmins and 
approached the Buddha for wisdom. The exalted one then explained to them how the different varnas 
amongst the society like Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas and Bhudras were formed out of the same 
equal beings and no one can be discriminated against each other on the basis of birth.
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Introduction
The collected Buddhist scriptures known as the 
“Tipitaka” in Pali, “Tripitaka” in Sanskrit and 
“The Three Baskets” in English is divided mainly 
into three parts:
First, Vinaya Pitaka (basket of discipline), Sutta 
Pitaka (basket of discourse), Abhidhamma Pitaka 
(basket of special doctrine). There are �ive Ni-
kayas in the Sutta Pitaka among which �irst is the 
Dirgha Nikaya meaning long discourse. Twenty 
seventh of the thirty-four suttas in the Dirgha 
Nikaya talks about the origin of life, family, 
society and the state. Dirgha Nikaya is basically a 
discourse imparted by the enlightened one to 
two brahmins named Bharadvaja and Vasettha.
Once the Lord was staying at Savatthi, at the 
mansion of Migara’s mother in the East Park. 
And at that time Vasettha and Bharadvaja were 
living among the monks, hoping to become 
monks themselves. And in the evening, the Lord 
rose from his secluded meditation and came 
out of the mansion, and started walking up and 

down in its shade. Vasettha noticed this, and he 
said to Bharadvaja: Friend Bharadvaja, the Lord 
has come out and is walking up and down. Let 
us approach him. We might be fortunate enough 
to hear a talk on Dhamma from the Lord himself. 
‘Yes, indeed’, said Bharadvaja, so they went up 
to the Lord, saluted him, and fell into step with 
him. Then the Lord said to Vasettha: ‘Vasettha, 
you two are Brahmins born and bred, and you 
have gone forth from the household life into 
homelessness from Brahmin families. Do not the 
Brahmins revile and abuse you?’ ‘Indeed, Lord, 
the Brahmins do revile and abuse us. They don’t 
hold back with their usual �lood of reproaches.’ 
‘Well, Vasettha, what kind of reproaches do 
they �ling at you?’ ‘Lord, what the Brahmins say 
is this: “The Brahmin caste is the highest caste, 
other castes are base; the Brahmin caste is fair, 
other castes are dark; Brahmins are puri�ied, 
non-Brahmins are not, the Brahmins are the true 
children of Brahma, born from his mouth, born 
of Brahma, created by Brahma, heirs of Brahma. 
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And you, you have deserted the highest class and 
gone over to the base class of shovelling petty 
ascetics, servants, dark fellows born of Brahma’s 
foot! It’s not right, it’s not proper for you to mix 
with such people!” That is the way the Brahmins 
abuse us, Lord.’ In response to the two Brahmins, 
The Enlightened One replied the following.
Cosmic theory of origin of life
In his discourse with the two Brahmins, the 
exalted one says that there comes a time, the 
world contracts. At the time of contraction, 
ethereal beings are mostly born in the Abhassara 
Brahma world. And there they dwell, mind-
made, feeding on delight, self-luminous, moving 
through the air and lived in bliss. But sooner 
or later, this world begins to expand again. At a 
time of expansion, the beings from the Abhassara 
Brahma world, having passed away from there, 
are mostly reborn in this world. Here they dwell, 
mind-made, feeding on delight, self-luminous, 
moving through the air and in the state of bliss, 
and they stay like that for a very long time.
According to him, there was just one mass of 
water, and all was darkness, blinding dark-
ness. Neither moon nor sun appeared, no 
constellations or stars appeared, night and 
day were not distinguished, nor months and 
fortnights, no years or seasons, and no male and 
female, beings being reckoned just as beings. 
And sooner or later, after a very long period of 
time, savoury earth spread itself over the waters 
where those beings were. It looked just like the 
skin that forms itself over hot milk as it cools. It 
was endowed with colour, smell and taste. It was 
the colour of �ine ghee or butter, and it was very 
sweet, like pure wild honey. Then some being of a 
greedy nature said: “I say, what can this be?” and 
tasted the savoury earth on its �inger. In so doing, 
it became taken with the �lavour, and craving 
arose in it. Then other beings, taking their cue 
from that one, also tasted the stuff with their 
�ingers. They too were taken with the �lavour, and 
craving arose in them. So, they set to with their 
hands, breaking off pieces of the stuff in order 
to eat it. And the result of this was that their 
self-luminance disappeared. And as a result of 

the disappearance of their self-luminance, the 
moon and the sun appeared, night and day were 
distinguished, months and fortnights appeared, 
and the year and its seasons. To that extent the 
world re-evolved.
And those beings continued for a very long 
time feasting on this savoury earth, feeding on 
it and being nourished by it. And as they did so, 
their bodies became coarser, and a difference 
in looks developed among them. Some beings 
became good-looking, others ugly. And the good-
looking ones despised the others, saying: “We are 
better-looking than they are.” And because they 
became arrogant and conceited about their 
looks, the savoury earth disappeared. At this 
they came together and lamented, crying: “Oh 
that �lavour! Oh, that �lavour!” And so nowadays 
when people say: “Oh that �lavour!” when they 
get something nice, they are repeating an ancient 
saying without realising it.
And then, when the savoury earth had dis-
appeared, a fungus cropped up, in the manner 
of a mushroom. It was of a good colour, smell, 
and taste. It was the colour of �ine ghee or butter, 
and it was very sweet, like pure wild honey. And 
those beings set to and ate the fungus. And this 
lasted for a very long time. And as they continued 
to feed on the fungus, so their bodies became 
coarser still, and the difference in their looks 
increased still more. And the good-looking ones 
despised the others and because they became 
arrogant and conceited about their looks, 
the sweet fungus disappeared. Next, creepers 
appeared, shooting up like bamboo and they too 
were very sweet, like pure wild honey. And those 
beings set to and fed on those creepers. And as 
they did so, their bodies became even coarser, 
and the difference in their looks increased still 
more and they became still more arrogant, and 
so the creepers disappeared too. At this they 
came together and lamented, crying: “Alas, our 
creeper’s gone! What have we lost!” And so now 
today when people, on being asked why they 
are upset, say: “Oh, what have we lost!” they are 
repeating an ancient saying without realising it. 
And then, after the creepers had disappeared, 
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rice appeared in open spaces, free from powder 
and from husks, fragrant and clean-grained. And 
what they had taken in the evening for supper 
had grown again and was ripe in the morning, 
and what they had taken in the morning for 
breakfast was ripe again by evening, with no sign 
of reaping. And these beings set to and fed on 
this rice, and this lasted for a very long time. And 
as they did so, their bodies became coarser still, 
and the difference in their looks became even 
greater. And the females developed female sex-
organs, and the males developed male organs. 
And the women became excessively preoccupied 
with men, and the men with women. Owing to 
this excessive preoccupation with each other, 
passion was aroused, and their bodies burnt 
with lust. And later, because of this burning, they 
indulged in sexual activity. But those who saw 
them indulging threw dust, ashes or cow-dung 
at them, crying: “Die, you a �ilthy beast! How 
can one being do such things to another!” Just as 
today, in some districts, when a daughter-in-law 
is led out, some people throw dirt at her, some 
ashes, and some cow-dung, without realising 
that they are repeating an ancient observance. 
What was considered bad form in those days is 
now considered good form.
And those beings who in those days indulged 
in sex were not allowed into a village or town 
for one or two months. Accordingly, those who 
indulged for an excessively long period in such 
immoral practices began to build themselves 
dwellings so as to indulge under cover.
Now it occurred to one of those beings who was 
inclined to laziness: “Well now, why should I be 
bothered to gather rice in the evening for supper 
and in the morning for breakfast? Why shouldn’t 
I gather it all at once for both meals?” And he 
did so. Then another one came to him and said: 
“Come on, let’s go rice-gathering.” “No need, my 
friend, I’ve gathered enough for both meals.” 
Then the other, following his example, gathered 
enough rice for two days at a time, saying: “That 
should be about enough.” Then another being 
came and said to that second one: “Come on, 
let’s go rice-gathering.” “No need, my friend, I’ve 

gathered enough for two days.” (The same for 4, 
then 8, days). However, when those beings made 
a store of rice and lived on that, husk-powder and 
husk began to envelop the grain, and where it was 
reaped it did not grow again, and the cut place 
showed, and the rice grew in separate clusters. 
and then those beings came together lamenting: 
“Wicked ways have become rife among us: at �irst, 
we were mind-made, feeding on delight... (all 
events repeated down to the latest development, 
each fresh change being said to be due to ‘wicked 
and unwholesome ways’) and the rice grows in 
separate clusters. So now let us divide up the rice 
into �ields with boundaries.” So, they did so.
Then, one greedy-natured being, while watching 
over his own plot, took another plot that was 
not given to him, and enjoyed the fruits of it. So, 
they seized hold of him and said: “You’ve done a 
wicked thing, taking another’s plot like that! Don’t 
ever do such a thing again!” “I won’t”, he said, but 
he did the same thing a second and a third time. 
Again, he was seized and rebuked, and some hit 
him with their �ists, some with stones, and some 
with sticks. And in this way, Vasettha, taking 
what was not given, and censuring, and lying, and 
punishment, took their origin. The major stages 
of the myth describe the gradual deterioration of 
men from a state that has been compared with 
the ideal condition described by Rousseau, to 
the state of Nature described by Hobbes. In the 
original state of nature beings lived in godlike 
perfection, but as they succumbed to greed and 
passion, they gradually lost their superior moral 
and physical attributes and were transformed 
into ordinary human beings. A direct consequence 
of this progressive fall of man was the growth 
of the institutions of family, private property, 
the political state and social differentiation, in 
successive stages.

Origin of the State
‘Then those beings came together and lamented 
the arising of these evil things among them: 
taking what was not given, censuring, lying and 
punishment. And they thought: “Suppose we 
were to appoint a certain being who would show 
anger where anger was due, censure those who 
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deserved it, and banish those who deserved 
banishment! And in return, we would grant him a 
share of the rice.” So, they went to the one among 
them who was the handsomest, the best-looking, 
the most pleasant and capable, and asked him to 
do this for them in return for a share of the rice, 
and he agreed.
We will �ind it very similar to the state of nature and 
the social contract theories given by the western 
philosophers like Locke, Hobbes and Rousseau. 
What the western philosophers developed a 
certain hundred years ago looking at the external 
world was anticipated by an Indian monk several 
thousand years ago looking inside himself.
• “‘The People’s Choice” is the meaning of 

Maha-Sammata, which is the �irst regular 
title 839 to be introduced.

• “Lord of The Fields” is the meaning of 
Khattiya, second such title. 

• “He Gladdens Others with Dhamma” is 
the meaning of Raja, the third title to be 
introduced. This, then, Vāseṭṭha, is the origin 
of the class of Khattiyas, in accordance with 
the ancient titles that were introduced for 
them. They originated among these very 
same beings, like ourselves, no different, 
and in accordance with Dhamma, not 
otherwise.

‘Then some of these beings thought: “Evil things 
have appeared among beings, such as taking 
what is not given, censuring, lying, punishment 
and banishment. We ought to put aside evil and 
unwholesome things.” And they did so. “They Put 
Aside Evil And Unwholesome Things” is the 
meaning of Brahmin, which is the �irst regular 
title to be introduced for such people. They made 
leaf-huts in forest places and meditated in them. 
With the smoking �ire gone out, with pestle 
cast aside, gathering alms for their evening and 
morning meals, they went away to a village, town 
or royal city to seek their food, and then they 
returned to their leaf-huts to meditate. People 
saw this and noted how they meditated. “They 
Meditate” is the meaning of Jhayaka, which is 
the second regular title to be introduced.

‘However, some of those beings, not being able to 
meditate in leaf-huts, settled around towns and 
villages and compiled books.People saw them 
doing this and not meditating. “Now These Do 
Not Meditate” is the meaning of Ajjhayaka, 
which is the third regular title to be introduced. 
At that time it was regarded as a low designation, 
but now it is the higher. This, then, Vāseṭṭha, is 
the origin of the class of Brahmins in accordance 
with the ancient titles that were introduced for 
them. Their origin was from among these very 
same beings, like themselves, no different, and 
in accordance with Dhamma, not otherwise. 
‘And then, Vāseṭṭha, some of those beings, having 
paired off, adopted various trades, and this 
“Various”is the meaning of Vessa, which came to 
be the regular title for such people. This, then, is 
the origin of the class of Vessas, in accordance 
with the ancient titles that were introduced for 
them. Their origin was from among these very 
same beings... 
‘And then, Vaseṭṭha, those beings that remained 
went in for hunting. “They Are Base Who Live 
By The Chase”, and that is the meaning of Sudda, 
which came to be the regular title for such 
people. This, then, is the origin of the class of 
Suddas in accordance with the ancient titles that 
were introduced for them. Their origin was from 
among these very same beings...
‘And then, Vāseṭṭha, it came about that some 
Khattiya, dissatis�ied with his own Dhamma, went 
forth from the household life into homelessness, 
thinking: “I will become an ascetic.” And a 
Brahmin did likewise, a Vessa did likewise, and 
so did a Sudda. And from these four classes the 
class of ascetics came into existence. Their origin 
was from among these very same beings, like 
themselves, no different, and in accordance with 
Dhamma, not otherwise.
The Buddhist account for the genesis of the 
world is signi�icant for its opposition to the 
Brahmanical world view, particularly on two 
major points which are related to each other and 
�low from the fact that the social order based 
on varna divisions is intrinsic to Brahmanical 
political theory but is peripheral to the Buddhist. 
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Ghoshal has pointed out that the ideas contained 
in the Agganna Sutta present in a dramatic and 
vigorous form an open challenge to the vedic 
dogma of the divine creation of the social order. 
In the Agganna sutta social divisions are related 
to the functional distinctions among men and 
arise as a matter of convenience. Some people 
teach, others perform economic functions and 
still others live by hunting and �ishing .
Seven Symbols of Sovereignty
Kingship is invariably associated with the pos-
session of seven precious gems (Sattharatana) 
which appear to be symbols of sovereignty and 
are unique to Buddhist philosophy in this form. 
We shall analyse these symbols since we believe 
that the Sattharatana represent the Constituent 
elements of kingship as envisaged in Buddhism.
1. Cakkaratana – wheel treasure.
2. Hathiratna – Elephant treasure.
3. Assaratna – Horse treasure.
4. Parinayakaratna – Councilor treasure.
5. Itthiratna – Woman treasure.
6. Maniratna – Precious gems.
7. Gahapatiratna – people, taxation.
These seven precious gems, the possession of 
which enhanced the king’s prestige, represent 
the constituent elements of kingship and can 
be reduced to three basic idea: (i) dominion 
or territory represented by the wheel or the 
Cakkaratana; means of control over dominion 
represented by the Lattharatana, the assaratana, 
and the parinayaka and (ii) the basis of control 
over dominion, represented by the itthiratana, 
gahapati ratana, and maniratana. 
Reduced to this form, the Buddhist nation of the 
constituent elements of kingship are comparable 
to the Saptanga prakritis of Kautilya, although 
the individual elements may differ. In the 
Arthasastra the Swami and janapada represent 
doiminion and its mastery; and durga, dancja, 
and amatya, signify the means of control over 
dominion. We may also include here the mitra, 
or ally, enumerated by Kautilya, since he was 
described as always ready to help when occasion 

demanded it; and the Kosa, which stands for the 
basis of control over dominion.
Buddhist Ideas on the Constituents of the 
State
i. The King
ii. The Territory (rattha); Territorial organiza-
tions have sub-divisions:
(a) Villages (gaama)
(b) Market towns (nigama)
(c) Countryside (janaopada)
(d) City (nagara)
(e) The Frontier (paccanta) (existed only some-

times)
iii. Ministers and bureaucracy (Amacca and 
paarisajja)
iv. The Armed Forces (balam) recommended 
delicate balance of forces to deal with dangers 
from outside its frontiers and from within, 
through rebellion and banditry. The early 
Buddhists regarded the institution of war as 
strictly within the jurisdiction of state (attha and 
ānā). Buddhist injunctions against violence was 
more often related to the level of individual and 
inter-group relations. The horrors of war were 
duly recognized, however, war was not outlawed. 
(Gokhale) Perhaps, the Buddhists reconciled 
their inability to in�luence the conduct of state 
beyond giving it ethical advice. Hence, wanted 
to keep the horrors of war within reasonable 
limits. No evidence to assume that the Buddha 
ever advised his contemporary kings to disband 
their armies or to dismantle their swords. Even 
the Buddhist emperor Ashoka is not known to 
have disbanded his army after Kalinga. The most 
frequent challenge came from within: Conspiracy 
against the throne and life of the king, robbers 
and thieves threatening the life and property of 
people; etc. For all practical purposes, Samgha 
withdrew itself from consideration of war; 
admission of soldiers was forbidden; talks and 
stories of war were denounced; witnessing army 
parades was treated as waste of time.
v. The Treasury (kosakotthagara)
vi. Allies (Anuyutta khattiya and kuddarajano)
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vii. The People (manussa); to have four different 
assemblies (parisas),- one each for
(a) Khattiyas
(b) Brahmans
(c) Householders (gahapati)
(d) Ascetics (samana)
A survey of the scattered references to kingship 
in early Buddhist literature suggests a clear 
dichotomy of ideas into two opposed types of 
kingship: one re�lecting the actual or existing 
exercise of power by contemporary kings; and 
the other re�lecting the ideal or normative 
exercise of power by the king. We shall classify 
them as the actual king and the Normative king 
and examine the two ideas separately.

Despotic Kingship at the time of the Buddha
Kingship had clearly stepped outside the original 
sanctioned framework, of the original contract 
between the king and people in the Agganna 
Sutta which was to preserve the social order 
based on property and family. The exercise of 
power therefore could be legitimate or arbitrary 
according to the individual predilections of the 
king.

Normative Kingship: the Cakkavatti 
Dhammiko dhammaraja
Buddhist political theory formulated the concept 
of a just and moral king, a dhammiko dhammaraja 
who would wield power according to certain 
norms unlike the existing kings. This dhammiko 
dhammaraja was also a Cakkavatti, a world ruler 
who put an end to the petty tyranny of the many 
and establish instead a universe where not only 
social order but also a moral order would prevail. 
He is the normative king in Buddhist literature 
who is contrasted strikingly in every sense from 
the actual kings of the Buddha’s day. The normative 
king, the dhammiko dhammaraja, is described 
as protector of his people (Janapadatthaviniya 
patto) and lord of the four quarters (Caturanto 
Vijitavi).87 He possess the seven precious gems 
(Satthanatana Samanagato)88 and conquers 
only by righteousness without having to resort 
to �ierce (adandena, assatthena, dhammena).

The Buddha himself was an ideal Cakkavatti 
in an earlier life and had raked without force.
The fact put the Cakkavatti establiises control 
over his dominion without the use of force, 
even though he is accompanied by the four-
fold army, is a notable feature of the dhammiko 
dhammaraja. Instead the rival kings welcome 
and submit to him and ask him to teach them 
(anusasa Maharajah). No situation of resistance 
by the rival kings is envisaged and it seems that 
the Buddhists believed that, if the righteous king 
(dhammana dhammiko dhammaraja) conquered 
through dhamma even his enemies would 
welcome him. Of course the Cakkavatti was not 
intrested in mere territorial expansion or in 
controlling the material and physical resources 
of the dominion but in the establishment of a 
uniform and just moral and social order. In the 
Buddhist narration of the Cakkavatti’s expedition 
to the four quarters, rival kings have no fear 
that their territories will be con�iscated by the 
dhammaraja. The Cakkavatti’s main concern is 
teaching the �ive moral precepts of Buddhism 
to the laymen and to the newly subordinated 
kings, after which he exhorts them to enjoy 
their possessions as before ( yatthi bhutang cha 
bhunjathi).
The Creation of just social order
After the Cakkavatti had brought the entire 
universe under his umbrella he must proceed 
to ensure that his people live in comparative 
comfort, in a world where destitution has been 
wiped out. The dhammiko dhammaraja thus 
provides for the basic needs of the people, before 
a stable social order can be established, and this 
stable social order appears to be a precondition 
for the establishment of a moral order in the 
world. The dhammiko dhammaraja must not be 
merely concerned with upholding the property 
and family rights of the people in society but 
go beyond these minimum obligations and also 
ensure that everyone’s basic needs are met. 
Conclusion
The ideal king Maha Sudassana for instance, 
establishes a perpetual grant (evarupang danang 
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patthapeyyang) to provide food for the hungary, 
drinks for the thirsty, gold for the poor, money 
for those in want, as well as wives for those who 
required them. The breakdown of the moral 
order, and the problem of offences against the 
family and property which the king was expected 
to punish, were inter-related. Theft and violation 
of property would disappsear only when all 
have been given the means of subsistence. In the 
Cakkavattsihanada Sutta a variety of offences, 
such as stealing, violence, murder, lying, evil 
speaking and adultery are described as the 
outcome of the poverty of the destitute which the 
king had not succeeded in eliminating.
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