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GLEANINGS FROM THE MATSYA PURANA
ON

¢ WAR AND PEACE.

K. A. NILAKANTA SASTRI, M.A.,
Madras.

Happening to read the Matsya Purana in the interval
between the Munich agreement and the outbreak of the
. present war, I was struck by some striking analogies in
theught and policy between the Puranic tales and the history
of our own times and I think it may be of some interest to
. draw attention to them here.

The passages of the Purana which I have in mind relate
to incidents in the wars between the Devas and Asuras, not
occurrences of human history. We generally think of the
- Devas” as on the side of the Good, and of the Asuras as
embodiments of Evil ; but this simple view is apt to be disturb-
ed seriously by some of the extracts that follow, which show
_the Asuras in a position of relative moral superiority to the
Pevas. This may be due to Devas being thought of as not
“too particular about the means they adopt for achieving admit.
" tedly noble ends, or it may be the relic of a past when the
roles of the Devas and Asuras were the reverse of what we
.now take them to be; the Asuras are known as purvadevas

- (Devas of yore.)
' NON-VIOLENCE

My first extract relates to the adoption of Nou-violence

-as a policy by the Asuras. Sukra, their preceptor was the

inventor of this policy, and he was much more fortunate than

_the modern prophets of non-violence, for his followers accepted

'the\ pol*‘y wholeheartedly and pursued it to the letter. Once
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the Devas attacked the Asuras in great force ; their aim was to
kill as many as possible, and drive the rest into the nether
world, patala. 'The Asuras, unable to resist the onslaught,
sought the help and guidance of their guru. After some time,
noticing the decimation in the ranks of the Asuras, their
Brahmin guru bethought himself of all the misfortunes” of the
Asuras in their earlier wars with the Devas, and said : “ By his
three strides Vamana deprived you of the three worlds; Bali
was bound, and Jambha and Virocana killed. Many great
Asuras have been destroyed by the Devas in the course of a
dozen wars; by various stratagems they have contrived +to
inflict the heaviest losses on you; and there are only a few of
you left still; I rather think this war should stop. Times are
against you, and you will do well to follow the policy I lay
before you. I shall go to Mahadeva and secure from him the
mantras that will ensure our eventual victory against ®ur
enemies ; but you shall not fight till then.” Then the Asuras
having come to an agreement among themselves told the
Devas: “ We have laid down arms, and we have no armour
and no chariots ; we intend to put on robes of bark and ‘enter
the forests for penmance.” Hearing these words of Prahlada,
the Devas rejoiced and went back. Sukra then asked his
followers to go and live in his father’s hermitage for some time
awaiting his return after his mission to Mahadeva.

The further stages of the story need not be followed here,‘
but it must be stated that when the Devas subsequently
discovered the real motive behind the ‘peace-offensive’ of the
Asuras, they made no bones about attacking them even though
they still kept up the farce of disarmament, and sought the

protection of a woman, Sukra’s mother, against the renewed |
attacks of the Devas.

WAR Acgainst Crvin PoruLaTION

Y

Indiscriminate attacks directed against the civil popula-
tions of belligerent countries have become the most, dreaded
feature of modern warfare. Spain and China are witn
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~ the horrors of this gruesome practice, and it is hardly a few
days since Hitler passed the word for indiscriminate bombing
of open cities in Poland. There is at least one conspicuous
example of such totalitarian war in the stories of the Purana.
Rudra’s war against the Tripura, the triple metal forts of the
Asuras, was such a war; and in two very eloquent and moving

)passélges (they form our extracts II and III) the poet has
described the sufferings of women and children, husbands,
brothers and sisters as their near and dear ones were being
burned to death before their eyes. The ruin of fine buildings,
beautiful gardens and great works of art is also pictured vividly.
This wholesale destruction is undertaken by Agni, the god of
fire, who goes round carrying out his cruel orders and to whom
the women who are his victims address many touching appeals,
which make the situtation ever more poignant. Agni’s answer
might well be that of many an airman to-day, that he. did not
like the job, but he was no free agent and only carrying out the
behests of his superiors.

APPEASEMENT

Critics of British foreign policy in recent years have oftett
pointed out that it was a mistake to have allowed Germany to
rearm while other nations were following a half-hearted policy
ewf partial disarmament, in the vague hope that somehow war
<fhight be avoided. The result was seen about a year ago when
the British premier found himself forced to follow ‘appease-
ment’ in Munich in the face of a determined enemy with
consequences that are not any more in doubt.

In a similar situation, the policy to be followed by the
Devas was laid down categorically and with clear logic by their
wise counsellor Brhaspati. The great Asura, Taraka, after
consolidating his power over the rest of the Universe, was
advancing on an aggressive campaign against the abode of the
gods, whose happiness excited in him feelings more or less
similar to those that the prosperity of the Jews produces in
Hitler and his friends. Vayu, descrying the approach of
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Taraka’s forces from a distance, went and reported it in Indra’s
assembly. Indra applied to Brhaspati for advice on the policy
to be followed by the gods. Brhaspati’s answer (our extract IV)
perhaps contains nothing extraordinary, and might have been
passed over, ordinarily, as a string of commonplaces; but now
it seems replete with a wisdom that the world has missed 1
the last few years. He said: °‘Ancient tradition favoux!
peaceful negotiation as the first instrument of policy for one
who desires ultimate success. But everything depends on the
place, time, and the nature of the enemy. A cruel and covetous
enemy, intoxicated with self-confidence, will not be amenable
to friendly negotiation. The Asuras have enormous faith in
themselves, and there is no peace in their heart; and you
cannot create dissensions among them by presents or otherwise,
for they have all they want. To fight them is your only course,
A policy of peace adopted towards the wicked leads to disaster.
The pacific aims of noble men are mistaken by the wicked to
be the result of fear; a manly course is the only thing that
would impress such a foe, who never responds to a policy of
peace. Even the good have to put aside their goodness for a
time on such occasions.” Indra accepted the advice and pre-
pared for war.
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Ch. 47 vv. 66-80
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ExTrRACT II
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Ch. 140. vv 60-70.
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Ch. 188 vv. 29-57.
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Ch. 148. vv. 63-73.



