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Hindu dharma speaks about four-
fold goals of human life termed as the 
four purusharthas. Purusha means a 

human being and artha means object or goal. 
This framework of life wherein each human 
being has an obligation to pursue the fourfold 
goal in her or his life is a unique and very import-
ant contribution of Hindu philosophy. Human 
life is considered very precious because when 
compared to plants, animals, and other organ-
isms, humans alone have a fully developed fac-
ulty of intellect. All organisms except humans 
are invariably driven by natural instincts. Though 
these naturally developed instincts help organ-
isms in their survival, they also bound and limit 
them. Humans alone are not limited by natural 
instincts and hence can exert their discrimin-
ation and free-will. It is to regulate and provide 
guidance for the exertion of this free will in a 
righteous and meritorious way that the scrip-
tures have advised the framework of fourfold 
goal that a human should strive to attain. 

The four goals of human life are dharma, 
artha, kama, and moksha. Kama refers to all 
kinds of worldly desires. Every person has some 
desires that she or he wants to attain. It may be 
to look beautiful, earn money, or have a relation-
ship. Every kind of desire can be called kama. 
Similarly, all wealth and objects that are acquired 
in order to fulfil one’s desires and enjoy a com-
fortable life is artha. In short, kama and artha 
refer to enjoyment of worldly pleasures and 
worldly objects respectively. But, it is not desir-
able to lust after all kinds of desires and objects. 
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If a person does so, it would surely lead to one’s 
fall. A person who kills someone for money may 
end up in prison. Similarly, a person who is un-
able to control the sexual urges may end up as-
saulting a member of the opposite sex and may 
also end up in prison. It is dharma or the sense 
of righteousness and duty that should decide 
whether an action is desirable or not, whether 
a desire or property must be acquired or not. 
Without the principle of dharma, the world will 
end up in chaos. Hence, the principle of dharma 
must act as a guiding force in the pursuit of kama 
and artha. 

Moksha refers to the ultimate liberation from 
the bondage of the world and being established 
in knowledge and bliss. All spiritual paths are 
aimed at achieving this goal alone. But, mok-
sha cannot be achieved by a person who is com-
pletely attached to worldly pleasures. Srinivasa 
Rao states: ‘Achieving moksha becomes possible 
only when a life pursuing desires (kama) and 
wealth (artha) has been led consistently within 
the framework of dharma. Dharma thus plays a 
very crucial role in not only ensuring a good life 
here and now, but also in enabling one to attain 
the state of supreme good or liberation, from 
which there is no lapsing back to karma and re-
birth.’1 That is, only such a person who adheres 
to dharma in all actions will eventually develop 
the purification of mind and dispassion towards 
worldly pleasures and will be able to turn the 
mind towards supreme emancipation. Hence, 
the practice of dharma becomes inevitable for 
attaining moksha.
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Definition of Dharma

The term ‘dharma’ can be variously understood 
to mean ethics, morality, law, justice, duty, and 
righteousness depending upon the context. In 
the context of an individual, dharma refers to 
the duties and the righteousness of actions. In 
the context of society, dharma refers to social 
harmony and morality. In the context of gov-
ernance, dharma refers to law and justice. And 
in the cosmic context, dharma refers to cosmic 
order and balance. But, none of these terms in-
dividually capture the width and depth of the 
meaning of the term ‘dharma’. S L Pandey writes: 
‘Dharma is a unique and colorful concept that 
cannot be adequately translated into any other 
language and cannot be equated collectively or 
separately with faith, religion, Bhakti, morality, 
law, duty, customs or mores, because of its syn-
thetic unity on one hand and its transcendence 
on the other.’2

Literally, dharma means that which up-
holds. The Mahanarayana Upanishad states 
that dharma supports the whole universe and 
removes all sins.3 Sri Krishna says in the Maha-
bharata that dharma is that which sustains.4 The 
Vaisheshika Sutra describes dharma as that which 
causes material and spiritual attainment in every-
one.5 From the Isha Upanishad we can gather 
that Brahman has ordered the whole universe 
by allotting to each object their respective duties 
based on their inherent qualities.6 It is through 
these allotted duties that Brahman supports 
the universe. Hence, these duties, these allot-
ted actions that sustain the universe by causing 
material and spiritual attainment in each being 
constitutes dharma. 

Once the definition is clear, the next ques-
tion would be: What are the means by which 
one can determine what constitutes dharma? 
The Apastamba Dharma Sutra says that dharma 
and adharma do not reveal themselves on their 

own.7 Further, each person will have a differ-
ent opinion regarding what actions constitute 
dharma and what actions constitute adharma. 
Hence, if logic and individual opinions alone 
were to be taken into account, then everyone 
will defend their own actions as righteous no 
matter how unrighteous they may have been. 
Hence, Sri Krishna says in the Bhagavadgita that 
‘the scriptures is your authority as regards the 
determination of what is to be done and what 
is not to be done.’8 The Manu Smriti states that 
the Vedas are the very root of dharma and that 
the Smritis, the conduct of the virtuous people 
who practise dharma and self-conscience are in-
tegral to understanding dharma.9 The Yajna-
valkya Smriti elaborates the list and includes 
Puranas, Nyaya, and Mimamsa texts as essen-
tial to understanding dharma.10 Hence, a person 
can determine whether an action is according to 
dharma or not by first verifying whether such an 
action is stipulated or prohibited or allowed by 
the scriptures, the Vedas and the Smritis. And 
Swami Vivekananda says: ‘And the law is that 
wherever these Puranas and Smritis differ from 
any part of the Shruti, the Shruti must be fol-
lowed and the Smriti rejected.’11 So, the Smritis 
are to be followed only so far as they do not con-
tradict the Vedas. While following the scrip-
tures one should note if any related injunction 
of the scripture is relevant to the present situ-
ation. If there is no clarity, then the advice of 
saints, teachers, and elders can be sought. And fi-
nally, one must consider whether one’s own con-
science is satisfied or not. Only such a process in 
which the intellect is guided by the tenets of the 
scriptures and the purity of mind can arrive at a 
proper conclusion regarding the righteousness 
of any action.

Classification of Dharma

The scriptures elaborate on the tenets of dharma 
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that different people must follow in different 
situations. It is said that the tenets of dharma 
that lead to the ultimate good are different for 
different yugas.12 Similarly, they speak about dif-
ferent duties for people with different tempera-
ments and in different stages of life, and duties 
at the time of calamity or sorrow. Yet, scriptures 
also speak about certain tenets of dharma that 
are common to every person. These universal 
tenets of dharma like truth and non-violence ap-
plicable to every person irrespective of his class, 
gender, or station in life are called ‘samanya 
dharma’ or the general dharma. And the duties 
and obligations that are unique to every individ-
ual depending on the time, place, class based on 
one’s quality and station in life are considered 
‘vishesha dharma’ or special dharma. An individ-
ual’s svadharma or personal dharma is a combin-
ation of both common and special duties. In fact, 
without an adherence to samanya dharma, a per-
son can never do justice to one’s practice of spe-
cial duties. For example, a brahmana priest who 
becomes greedy and asks a hefty amount as the 
dakshina or fees for conducting a ritual becomes 
ineligible and incompetent to conduct such rit-
ual due to the violation of one of the basic tenets 
of common dharma, the control of the senses. So 
is the case with a businessperson who cheats the 
customers for earning more profit. Hence, the 
practice of both samanya dharma and vishesha 
dharma are vital for the overall well-being of an 
individual and without performing the general 
duties, one becomes ineligible to perform the 
special duties. 

Tenets of Samanya Dharma

Various scriptures speak about universal tenets. 
The Manu Smriti gives a list of five such 
tenets.13 The Arthashastra of Kautilya mentions 
six tenets;14 the Yajnavalkya Smriti mentions 
nine;15 the Mahabharata also mentions nine;16 

the Vamana Purana mentions fourteen tenets;17 
and the Bhagavata mentions thirty tenets18 as 
samanya dharma that are applicable to every per-
son. It is important to understand what tenets 
constitute samanya dharma before understand-
ing their role in spirituality. Hence, we will take 
up a few important tenets which are common 
to many texts.
Ahimsa: It literally means non-violence or non-
injury. But, here the violence or injury referred 
to is not applicable only to bodily injuries. 
Ahimsa should be practised in action, speech, 
and thought.19 Himsa or violence in action 
refers to causing physical harm to others. It may 
be harm to a human, animal, insects, plants, 
or any other living organism. Any physical ac-
tion that causes harm or imposes pain on any 
living being is considered violent action. Simi-
larly, words that cause mental agony to others 
or words that are intended to act as curses that 
create imbalance in the surroundings are violent 
speech. And finally any thought about harming 
others either physically or mentally is violent 
thought. Hence, the practice of ahimsa includes 
non-injury to other living beings through action, 
speech, and thought. 

The question that often arises is: if ahimsa is 
non-injury to every organism and every living 
being, then is it pacifism? The answer is an em-
phatic no. The practice of non-violence and non-
injury refers to not causing harm or violence for 
selfish purposes. It does not include the use of 
violence for the purpose of dharma. 

A soldier’s special duty is the protection of 
one’s country from attack by hostile enemies. 
Hence, the soldier does not fight and kill in 
a war for fulfilling some selfish desires, but 
lays down one’s life for the sake of the coun-
try. Such selfless violence committed in wars 
is considered as dharmic himsa, righteous vio-
lence, and hence does not violate the tenet of 



565PB September 2015

Samanya Dharma and Spirituality 35

ahimsa. Similarly, the sacrifice of certain ani-
mals in some of the yajnas is also not considered 
to be violence.20 The purpose of the yajna is the 
well-being of society. The priests who conduct 
them do not do so for their selfish desires, in-
stead it is done for the spiritual and material 
welfare of society. Hence, such violence cannot 
be called adharma. Hence, ahimsa as an abso-
lute duty is not applicable to every person. Only 
the sannyasins who have renounced all desires 
and actions, take the vow of practising absolute 
non-injury because they have renounced the 
world to attain self-realisation. For sannyasins 
all activities that involve even a little of violence 
are prohibited. For all other people, though ab-
solute non-violence is the ultimate goal, they are 
permitted the limited use of violence during the 
performance of their special duties as prescribed 
in the scriptures. 
Satya: The practice of satya, truthfulness as a 
dharma entails truthfulness in thought, speech, 
and actions. A person must practice what one 
preaches and preach what one practises. A per-
son must speak only that which one knows to be 
the truth. Thought, speech, and 
action must be in line with the 
truth. ‘Truth is to align thought, 
speech, and action with reality 
and speak the reality for the wel-
fare of living beings.’21 ‘Abusing 
(others, speaking) untruth, de-
tracting from the merits of all 
men, and talking idly, shall be 
the four kinds of (evil) verbal 
action.’22 Another important 
aspect of the practice of satya 
is that truth must be spoken in 
a pleasant manner. ‘Let one say 
what is true, let one say what is 
pleasing, let one utter no dis-
agreeable truth, and let one utter 

no agreeable falsehood; that is the eternal law’ 
(4.138). If some unpleasant news must be con-
veyed to someone, it should be done at a proper 
time and in a subtle way so as to minimise the 
pain to the listener. Such an austere practice of 
truth in every word uttered, in every action per-
formed, and in every thought that crosses the 
mind constitutes satya dharma. 
Asteya: Any thought, speech, or action that 
amounts to stealing or misappropriation by force 
or fraud is steya. Asteya is the opposite of that. 
Therefore, a person practising asteya should never 
take away anything that belongs to another. Fur-
ther, one must not even desire to possess them. 
One must never speak about something which 
is not one’s own understanding. One must never 
steal or misappropriate other’s ideas and discov-
eries and claim them as one’s own. Steya does 
not refer only to the stealing of other’s property. 
It may even refer to kidnapping other’s family 
members. Hence, the practice of asteya involves 
a strict control of mind and senses such that one 
does not entertain even any ideas of stealing 
other’s ideas, property, or family members. 
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Shaucha: It refers to both external cleanliness 
and internal purity. External cleanliness consti-
tutes cleanliness of the body through bathing 
and the like, cleanliness of various objects of use 
with water, mud, and other materials, and clean-
liness of the surrounding environment including 
keeping the ground, water, and air clean. Internal 
cleanliness refers to the purification of the mind 
by removing impurities like lust and anger. 
Indriyanigraha: It refers to the control of the 
mind and the senses. A person who is in the 
grip of the senses is ever running behind worldly 
pleasures and hence will end up committing 
mistakes that result in sorrow. For such a per-
son it is said: ‘Neither (the study of ) the Vedas, 
nor liberality, nor sacrifices, nor any (self-im-
posed) restraint, nor austerities, ever procure 
the attainment (of rewards) to a person whose 
heart is contaminated (by sensuality)’ (2.97). 
Hence, without controlling the mind and the 
senses, there is neither material happiness nor 
spiritual bliss. 

The question is: how should a person restrain 
the mind and the senses? The Smritis answer: 
‘Desire is never extinguished by the enjoyment 
of desired objects; it only grows stronger like a 
fire (fed) with clarified butter’ (2.94). However, 
proper restraint cannot be achieved merely by 
suppression of desires. Restraint of the senses is 
possible only through constant awareness and 
vigilance. ‘Those (organs) which are strongly 
attached to sensual pleasures, cannot so effec-
tually be restrained by abstinence (from en-
joyments) as by a constant (pursuit of true) 
knowledge’ (2.96). One should practise con-
stant monitoring of one’s thoughts, speech, 
and actions. Every object towards which the 
mind or the senses get attracted must be ob-
served and examined by the intellect. The intel-
lect must question whether the object is useful, 
whether possessing it has any real benefit for 

oneself and the others, whether possession of 
such an object is according to dharma or not. 
It is only by the practice of constant awareness 
and restraint that a person will be able to attain 
complete indriyanigraha.
Daya: The Shandilya Upanishad defines daya as 
‘kindness to all creatures at all places’.23 Hence, 
a person who has daya is always kind and com-
passionate towards all beings. Such a person 
will never do anything that can harm any being 
and will never utter anything that would cause 
pain to someone. Such a person would not even 
think of hurting others. That person’s thoughts, 
speech, and actions will be full of kindness for 
everyone and would be aimed at achieving the 
well-being of everyone.
Danam: It refers to the act of charity. The 
Shandilya Upanishad says that dana means the 
giving away of ‘ethically earned money, grains, 
and the like’ (1.2). The Gita speaks of three 
kinds of charity—the sattvic, the rajasic, and 
the tamasic: 

That gift is referred to as born of sattva which 
gift is given with the idea that it ought to be 
given, to one who will not serve in return, and 
at the (proper) place, (proper) time and to a 
(proper) person. But the gift which is given ex-
pecting reciprocation, or again, with a desire 
for its result, and which is given grudgingly—
that is considered to be born of rajas. That gift 
which is made at an improper place and time, 
and to undeserving persons, without proper 
treatment and with disdain, is declared to be 
born of tamas.24 
Sattvic charity is the best form of charity and 

tamasic charity must be completely avoided.
Anasuya: Asuya means jealousy and an-asuya 
means the absence of jealousy. A person must 
never be jealous of another person’s know-
ledge, wealth, or prosperity as jealousy leads to 
frustration and anger that in turn leads to vari-
ous wrongdoings. A jealous person thinks of 
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stealing other’s wealth or causing some harm to 
the other. Hence, jealousy will result in men-
tal confusion and social discord and ultimately 
take a person to spiritual fall. Therefore, the 
tenet of anasuya has been prescribed as one of 
the common tenets of dharma.
Kshama: It means ‘forgiveness’. The Shandilya 
Upanishad describes kshama as ‘forbearance of 
everything, the pleasant and the unpleasant, 
praise and insult’.25 A person whose mind is 
unsteady and is affected by praise or criticism, 
will bear grudge when not praised or when crit-
icised. Such a person can never forgive those 
who appear to cause real or imagined harm. 
This holding of grudge gives rise to frustration 
and anger which in turn deludes the intellect. 
Svadhyaya: It refers to the study of various 
scriptures and contemplating upon them. ‘The 
study of Vedanta, the chanting of Rudraprashna 
a hundred times, and the repetition of Om and 
other mantras, and that which makes one at-
tain sattva, is called svadhyaya by the wise.’26 
Those who are not competent to 
study Vedanta can read the Puranas 
and the epics like the Mahabharata. 
Brahmacharya: It refers to a practise 
of celibacy. The Shandilya Upani-
shad defines brahmacharya as ‘the 
renunciation of sexual intercourse 
at all times in thought, word, and ac-
tion’.27 Brahmacharya leads to con-
trol of the mind and the senses and 
ultimately results in the cessation of 
desires.

Samanya Dharma and Yoga

Patanjali describes yoga as ‘the ces-
sation of the impressions in mind-
stuff ’.28 Yoga is a state of samadhi, 
wherein the Atman is realised, free 
from the limitations of the non-self. 

This state is achieved by stilling the mind by 
stopping all thoughts. 

Thoughts can be stopped and the mind can 
be stilled only by the constant practice of dis-
passion. The mind is continuously distracted 
by various factors like sickness, apathy, doubt, 
carelessness, laziness, overindulgence in worldly 
pleasures, delusion, lack of progress, and insta-
bility and such a person is exposed to pain, de-
pression, trembling, and difficulty in breathing. 
These distractions can be removed by various 
methods that include friendliness, compassion, 
delight, and equanimity. 

Patanjali has systematised these methods and 
has chalked out an eight-limbed process that 
slowly leads a person towards the ultimate state 
of samadhi. These eight limbs are: yama, exter-
nal discipline; niyama, internal discipline; asana, 
pranayama, breath control; pratyahara, with-
drawal of the sense organs; dharana, steadfast 
concentration; dhyana, meditative absorption; 
and samadhi.

Yama and niyama are founda-
tional without which the practice 
of asana or pranayama will never 
bear fruit. The tenets of yama and 
niyama are the tenets of samanya 
dharma and are universal and apply 
to everyone. Yama includes non-vi-
olence, truth, non-stealing, brahma-
charya, and aparigraha, not holding 
more than what is necessary. Niy-
ama includes cleanliness, cheer-
fulness, austerity, svadhyaya, and 
surrender to God. The practice of 
these tenets of samanya dharma will 
regulate one’s lifestyle, build charac-
ter, remove mental distractions, and 
purify the mind. The purification of 
mind leads to stillness of the mind. 
Hence, when a person established 
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in yama and niyama 
practises asana and 
pranayama, she or he 
will be able to with-
draw the senses and 
attain one-pointed 
concentration which 
will ultimately lead to 
samadhi. Therefore, 
samanya dharma is an 
inseparable aspect of 
yoga, without which 
any practice of yoga 
would be fruitless.

Samanya Dharma and Bhakti

Every person has loved someone or experienced 
love in one form or the other. Almost every time 
love between two people creates an attachment. 
Bhakti is not normal love. It is the ultimate form 
of love because it creates no attachment. Instead 
it is liberating. It liberates a person from this 
never ending cycle of happiness and sorrow and 
birth and death. 

The path of bhakti is the path of service to 
and of taking refuge in God. A devotee may con-
sider God as a master, a parent, a lover, or even as 
an offspring. A devotee may also worship God 
in one’s heart as one’s own innermost Atman. 
Whatever may be the manner of worship, a de-
votee aims to first attain nearness and finally at-
tain complete oneness with one’s chosen ideal. 
But, this complete absorption in God is possible 
only when a person renounces one’s ego and at-
tachment to the body and the mind. But, re-
nouncing one’s I-ness and mine-ness is not easy 
as one is hindered by the internal impurities like 
lust, anger, and pride. Hence, a person can at-
tain true bhakti only when one is able to purify 
one’s heart by destroying these inner impur-
ities. And this destruction of inner impurities 

is brought about only 
by the practice of the 
tenets of dharma. The 
Narada Bhakti Sutra 
says: ‘Non-violence, 
truthfulness, purity, 
compassion, piety, 
and other essentials of 
good life, should be 
maintained.’29 Even 
in bhakti, a constant 
practice of samanya 
dharma is inevitable. 

Samanya Dharma and Jnana

The tenets of samanya dharma are very vital in 
the path of knowledge as well. The word ‘Ved-
anta’ literally means the end of Vedas. The indi-
rect meaning is the culmination or the last word 
of the Vedas and it refers to the Upanishads that 
teach the end goal of all spiritual practices, the 
attainment of moksha, liberation, through the 
knowledge of the unity of jiva and Brahman. 
The liberation from the cycle of birth and death 
results from the direct knowledge of Atman, the 
innermost Self, which is realised as Brahman it-
self. At the dawn of knowledge, all the objects 
of the universe which were previously perceived 
as being different from Brahman are realised as 
being non-different from Brahman in reality. 
This direct knowledge of the reality that Atman 
alone exists, liberates a person from the bond-
age of birth and death because bondage itself 
was rooted in ignorance about the true nature 
of Atman. 

The Upanishads lay down the requisite 
qualifications for a person to become eligible 
to practise Vedanta. The Taittiriya Upanishad 
says: ‘Having taught the Vedas, the preceptor 
imparts this post-instruction to the students: 
“Speak the truth. Practise righteousness. Make 
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no mistake about study.”’30 In Vivekachudam-
ani, Acharya Shankara enumerates the basic 
qualifications necessary to practise Vedanta 
called the sadhana-chatushtaya, fourfold spir-
itual practice: discernment, dispassion, control 
of the internal organs, control of the external 
sense organs, forbearance, withdrawal of the 
mind from external sense objects, faith in the 
guru and scriptures, one-pointed meditation 
on Brahman, and an intense desire for mok-
sha. These are also either the tenets of samanya 
dharma themselves or those that are attained 
through the practice of samanya dharma.

Conclusion

The importance of samanya dharma in spiritu-
ality irrespective of the chosen path is in that it 
leads to the purification of the mind. The mind 
is afflicted with various impurities that are gen-
erally classified into the six passions: kama, lust; 
krodha, anger; moha, delusion; lobha, greed; 
mada, pride; and matsarya, jealousy. These im-
purities lead a person to commit various mis-
takes which in turn tighten the karmic bondage. 
As long as a person is under the influence of 
these mental passions, she or he cannot make 
any spiritual progress. Hence, purification of 
the mind by the destruction of these internal 
enemies is the very first stage in spirituality. And 
this is possible only by a constant practice of the 
various tenets of samanya dharma. That is why 
Manu Smriti says: ‘Austerity and sacred learning 
are the best means by which a Brahmana secures 
supreme bliss; by austerities he destroys guilt, 
by sacred learning he obtains the cessation of 
(births and) deaths.’31

The role of samanya dharma in any spiritual 
path is foundational in nature. It is a basic discip-
line that imparts the required qualities to a spir-
itual aspirant that makes one fit to practise any 
spiritual discipline that leads to moksha. P
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