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ABSTRACT

The deployment of elephant was deeply embedded in Indian kingship. Elephants symbolize
wealth and power. Elephants are large in size, and appear as a sign of military prowess
of the king. The display of war elephants in the royal procession was, after all, the
display of war assets. It was reflection of war elephant as repertoire of Indian kingship.
The paper attempts to explore the trajectory of relation of kingship and management
of elephants as reflected in the Arthasastra. The text provides the ethnography of war-
elephant management and deployment for battle in the over-all structure of kingship. The
text refers about establishment of the elephant forest on the border of the state and the
connection between elephants and the state. The text provides detailed information on the
state hathisar and concerned breeding experts. The Arthasastra underlines that victory (in
battle) for a king depends primarily on elephants. The invention of war elephant was in all
likelihood an invention of kingship.
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INTRODUCTION

Taxation system and standing army are two important sources of Indian kingship. One
cannot imagine state without taxation system and standing army. In any case the maintenance
of a large professional army was made because of a well-organised taxation system just as
the collection of taxes was facilitated because of a coercive authority. This interconnection is
stressed by Kautilya.® In the Mauryan times we witness an unprecedented expansion of the
economic activities of the state. The distinguishing feature of Mauryan economy is the state
control of agriculture, industry and trade, and the levy of all varieties of taxes from the people.
Evidently the state was in dire need of a great amount of surplus in kind and cash which had
been rendered necessary for several factors. The large army was essential to keep the peasantry
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of a vast empire under subjection, for the Arthasastra speaks of the wrath of the people or
prakrtikopa (vFfrm). It was also needed to defend the different parts of the far-flung empire,
but all this would mean terrific economic strain, which could not be met without finding new
sources of income. The Mauryans followed the policy of maintaining sufficient surplus in the
treasury against emergencies. The normal taxes were not considered sufficient to meet all the
needs of the state, and hence the state undertook and regulated numerous economic activities,
which formed profitable sources of income to it.

These enterprises necessitated large standing army. Kautilya was fully conscious of the
importance of force (danda). He points out how the earth is acquired by means of treasury
and danda. The Arthasastra enumerates seven elements (saptanga) of the state such as swami,
amatya, janapada, durga, koSa, danda and mitra, suggesting thereby danda is an important
element.? This element of danda consists of soldiers comprising infantry, chariots, elephants
and cavalry. This indicates how the deployment of elephant was deeply embedded in Indian
kingship. At the same time elephants symbolize wealth and power. Elephants are large in size,
and appear as a sign of military prowess of the king. The display of war elephants in the royal
procession was, after all, the display of war assets. It had effects upon other kings who were
always assessing the strengths of the various assets of their neighbours. It was reflection of
war elephant as repertoire of Indian kingship. From this angle, the paper attempts to explore
the trajectory of relation of kingship as reflected in the Arthasastra.

Elephants have attracted kings as vulnerable resources for royal projects virtually from the
beginning of kingship. Through spectacular hunts, capture and display in menageries, tribute
extraction, and the like, royal ownership of elephants symbolised the primacy of king. The war-
clephant was not the first of those royal uses of the elephants, rather it had a long prehistory.

With the emergence of kingship in ¢. 1000 BCE, the war elephant was invented. The
nature of kingship was transformed in c¢. 1000 BCE. Rites such as chariot race, cattle-raid
and game of dice were intended to demonstrate the supremacy of the royal candidate over his
kinsmen and the territory.® The song of election from the Atharva Veda wishes that the rassra
or the territory to be held by the king and be made firm by the King Varuna, the god Brhaspati,
Indra and Agni.* In later texts the very fact of performing an elaborate coronation ritual called
rajasitya suggests a fixed place. The Kuru-Paficala country, the place where the royal power
was situated came to be known as the capital (Gsandivar). In the ratmahavimsi ceremony
the king had to approach dignitaries who lived in permanent dwellings. Several coronation
formulas represent the king to be conscious of the territorial aspect of his position. These
are symptomatic of the new character of chiefdom or kingship. Though coronation rituals
recall the original election of the king, the Aitareya Brahmana prescribes formula securing
kingship for one, two and three generations.® A formula from the satapatha Brahmana extends
it to ten generations.® We also come across the term rajaputra, which can be interpreted as
king’s son in many cases. Thus, kingship or chiefship had become hereditary in this period.
The Satapatha Brahmana mentioned sendni heading in the list of ratnins suggesting thereby
that the army emerged as an important element towards the end of the Vedic period, a fact
also supported by the inclusion of the makers and drivers of the chariots in the list of ratnins
however, at this stage the army was confined to the kinsmen.” These references indicate that
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the war elephant was invented with the emergence of kingship and warfare in early India. It
seems that the techniques of capturing and training them were invented under the auspices of
kingship in the later Vedic period, however, A.L. Basham suggests it was little used in war in
the period,®and were diffused within India and the war elephant quickly became an important
asset in early Indian state.

The Indus civilisation is the most important precursor of the invention of the war elephant
in the later Vedic period but the problem is that the Indus script has not yet been deciphered.
So we do not have written documents through which to follow the king-elephant relation, nor
do we have a clear understanding of Indus political organisation.® Despite this limitation the
existing evidence suggests Indus people were familiar with elephants and that they played a
large role in their thought.1°

Some historians think that the Aryans of the Rgveda are the same as the people of the
Indus civilisation but the great difficulty for the view is that while the material remains of the
Indus civilization show solid-wheeled carts drawn by oxen, they do not show true chariots
with spoked wheels, or even true horses, these not being indigenous to India. For this reason
majority of scholars believe, rather, that the Aryans came into India from the North West
at about 1400 BCE after parting from their linguistic cousins, the Iranians — also chariot
warriors. In recent decades archacologists have begun to find, in the steppes of South Russia,
south-east of the Urals, chariot using peoples whose material finds seem to accord in place,
time and content with what philologists infer about the ancestral culture of speakers of the
Indo-Iranian language from which Sanskrit and the language of Iran descend, the Sintastha
culture.! The horse seems to have assumed great significance as an animal of mobility from
the Iron Age (c. 1000 BCE)* and the Deccan is rich in Megalithic grave complexes, some
situated in the sheep pastoral area. A few of the grave sites have yielded horse bits, horse
burials and iron implements'® suggesting the importance attached to the horse. In short, this
evidence shows that the Aryans came into India from a grassy land of horses and chariots to
the north. This was a land outside the range of the elephants. India, however, was a land of
elephants and forest into which horses had to be imported, and in which a horse-based warrior
culture was maintained only at considerable effort and cost as the Aryans marked into the
subcontinent further east and south.

The Rgveda refers to mrga hastin for the elephant meaning thereby the wild animal having
hands with mrga,' that is, a trunk suggesting or recalling the inscription of the Egyptian
Amenemhab which also called the trunk a hand. This shows that the elephant was a novelty
to the Rgvedic people having no words of their own. The Rgveda does not provide a solitary
reference to an elephant rider or driver (hastryaroha, hastika, hastyajiva). This suggests that
the people of Rgvedic period did not use war elephant or riding elephant.”® The people of
the Rgveda and their gods did not use war elephants or even riding elephants. The military
consisted of chariots and foot soldiers, and perhaps some mounted warriors but no elephants.
The conspicuous example of this can be gleaned from the fact that the god Indra, king of the
gods, riding chariots in the earliest text but using the celestial elephant Airavata in the much
later texts. In this context Jane Gonda’s logic seems plausible to connect it with the higher
dignity accorded to riding horseback in the ancient chariot using civilizations of western Asia
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and Southern Europe.® It is suggestive that the horse riding was of low status in the warrior
culture of Vedic times while chariot riding was of the highest status. Concomitantly, elephants
never figure among royal gifts in the Rgveda,” but they figure among royal gifts in later Vedic
texts. The danastutis specify the things given, which are almost always cattle, and often also
gold, slaves, horses and chariots with horses — but never elephants. But elephants soon figure
in later Vedic texts as the gifts of kings to poets, or as fees to priests and others officiating at a
sacrifice performed by a king. The Aitareya Brahmana mentions rich gift of king Anga to the
priest who performed for him the “great anointing of Indra” (dindramahabhiseka) : 2,000,000
cows, 88,000 horses, 10,000 slave girls, 10,000 elephants.’® Anga is located in eastern India
where wild elephants abound. Another gift in the same text is that of king Bharata Danhsanti,
including 107,000 “beasts black with long tusks”, clearly a poetic reference to elephants,
surpassing the gifts of all kings before and after.!® This indicates that elephants are absent
from the early danastutis, whereas they figure as a kind of pinnacle of gift-giving in the later
Vedic period. It is significant to note that chariots figure in the royal sacrifices of the Vedic
religion, but that elephants enter into such rituals only at the periphery, such as in the form of
gifts or sacrificial fees given to officiating priests at the end, and not in the main business of
the ritual. Thus in the sacrifice called the Vajapeya (drink of strength) there is a chariot race;
and a chariot drive of same kind occurs in the Rajasiya (royal consecration), the Asvamedha
(horse sacrifice) and the Gavamayana (a collective sacrifice making the yearly turning points
of the sun’s journey)® and thus, elephant comes to be deeply embedded in Indian kingship
but this happened in the later Vedic period c. 1000-500 BCE, by the end of which this new
culture of war had become universal in North India. The objective situation was not conducive
in the Rgveda political system. Fighting wars was evidently the most important function
of tribal assemblies and the Rgvedic terms such as gvama, gramani, send, senari etc. also
underscore this aspect. The nature of the Rgvedic economy was based on principles of gift and
redistribution of booty. This prevented accumulation in the hands of the chief who could not
grow very strong. The Rgvedic chiefs based their power and wealth primarily on pastoralism.?

The idea of using animal power for war in the form of chariot horses had been in practice
for a millennium by the time it was extended to elephants. By c. 500 BCE the new material and
social situation led to the rapid development of such state organs as army and taxation system.
The growing prominence given to army is suggested by the exalted place of the senandyaka in
the list of high functionaries. At the time of Alexander’s invasion the king of the Gangeridae and
Prasii, obviously Nanda ruler of Magadha, kept 20,000 cavalry, 200,000 infantry, 2000 four-
horsed chariots and 3,000-6,000 elephants. Chariots were gradually losing their importance
not only in the eastern but also in north-western India where they were introduced by the
Aryans. The most striking difference in the composition of the army between Magadha and
north-western India lay in the use of elephants, of which fewer are mentioned in the later case.
As regards cavalry, the king of Arsakenos (part of Swat and Buner) possessed 20,000 cavalry,
as many as the Magadhan king did. It is, therefore, evident the possession of elephants gave an
edge to the Magadhan monarchy.? The significance of the pre-Mauryan period lay in evolving
the military, fiscal and judicial organs to meet the new social, economic and political situation
in the large territorial state in the middle Ganga valley.
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The invention of war elephant was in all likelihood an invention of kingship. Kingship
involved both: the developed form of warfare into which elephants could be filled to
advantage, and the enormous resources required for the capture, training, maintenance, and
development of war- elephants from forest. Now the state is visualised as the intermeshing of
seven elements or limbs (prakrtis or angas) among which the king is one of the elements. The
others are amatya, janapada/rastra, durga, kosa, danda and mitra. With the discussion of the
saptanga theory in the Arthasastra, the concept of state or well defined kingship can be said
to have arrived. Our sources convey the impression of centralised bureaucratic control, which
is consistent with the vast and expanding economic activities of the Mauryas. This together
with a well organised military and revenue machinery helped to strengthen royal power which
manifested itself in $asana.” The Arthasastra instructs the king to keep the power of treasury
and army in his own hands, implying thereby enormous power to the king who wielded them.?
The Mauryan kingship also had the elephant-populated forests it needed for the purpose. The
Arthasastra reflects the relationship between kingship, elephant forests, and forest people,
leading to the invention of the war elephant.®

The Arthasastra divides elephants according to their work into four categories: elephants
under training (damya), the war elephant (samanya), the riding elephant (aupavahya) and the
rogue elephant (vyala). Although it does not mention the ankusa in connection with the war
elephant, in relation to riding elephants it speaks of one ridden with a stick (yas#) and one
ridden with a goad (tottra), which shows that the ankusa was not used for simple riding.?
So the hook is a sign of the war elephant and royalty. Elephants served a variety of functions
in Indian states but war was their primary function. This adeptness of the elephant’s use in
warfare was a logical priority as elephants were resources for ancient Indian kings long before
the war elephant was invented. But once invented, the war elephant served ever after as the
standard for military preparedness.

When the war elephant is put into action in the service of some human purpose it becomes
part of the state, an element within larger structures of which the state is composed. The
foremost of the structures of use for the war elephant is the army. The army (bala) is conceived
of as a beast with four (catur) legs (anga), whence it is a caturanga-bala, a fourfold army or
an army of four parts or division, of which the war elephant is one, alongside the foot soldier,
the horse, and the chariot. The second is vahana meaning a conveyance. Various kinds of
vahanas occupy varying positions in a hierarchy of esteem. At the apex is the elephant, the
conveyance of the king, the ideal »aj-vahana, and every other conveyance holds its place in
the scale in relation to it. The third is the most technical of the three: the battle array or vyizha.
In this context, elephant holds an important place among other military forces that are drawn
up in particular ways from repertoire of arrays — when in camp, on the march, or on the field
of battle. Caturanga, vahana, and vyitha . these three are the salient structures of use, the
contexts in which war elephants, once produced, are set in motion. The Arthasdstra presumes
a functioning fourfold army and gives a good deal of information about its maintenance and
use. The Greek and Latin historians of Alexander of Macedon corroborate this in their record
of report that the Nand king of Magadha had a army of 200000 foot, 20000 horse, 2000
chariots, and 4000 elephants.?” Megasthenes’ memoir of his embassy shortly after, to the court
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of Mauryan king of Magadha, Chandragupta, gives a description of military organization that
includes the four caturanga divisions, plus two others connected with army supplies, ox-carts
and river boats. This indicates that the fourfold army was a living institution of actual armies.

The Arthasastra sheds light on vahana and valuation of elephants in the formation of new
structure. The Arthasastra refers the word vahana meaning a means of conveyance. The king
assumes many of the attributes, weapons, and vahanas (horse, elephant and chariot), suggesting
thereby he is inseparably associated with the horse and with the elephants. Its worship as
an embodiment or vahana of the god was also an important part of kingship.?® The vahana
or conveyance which is highly visible and differentiated, manifests a sign of social status,
displaying publicly one’s place in social hierarchy. Elephants occupy the apex of hierarchy of
vahanas and accordingly are ridden by kings, for it is a necessity of kingship that the king be
seen as the apex of the social structure. The elephant is explicitly the highest because it is the
biggest, hence identified with royalty. The Arthasastra refers to chariot, elephant or cavalry
divisions of the army can, in theory, be the lead element of a unit, combined with other three as
support units.? This reflects the emerging view that chariots and elephants are equivalent. The
soldier’s prize for taking either is the same and the king is advised to ride a chariot or elephant,
or the force that is predominant in the composition of the army, or that with which he is most
skilled. The elephant is a royal conveyance, but the king uses other conveyances. The ancient
primacy of the war chariot leaves a strong impress upon the epics, and its prominence has to
do with the setting of the story in a deeper past. The war elephant is also present, bearing kings
or nameless fighters, but they are not equals of the great chariot warriors. The Arthasastra,
however, indicates how the privilege of the chariots had shifted towards an equality of chariots
and elephants. Despite the prestige of the chariots lingered very long, the addition of the
elephant to the battlefield and as a royal conveyance, appears to have been sudden, and the
universalization of the war elephant in early India proceeds apace. It produced a new way of
‘performing’ kingship that was very durable. Thus the performance of kingship from elephant-
back — the association of the war elephant with kingship — gives the animal a symbolic power
that spreads to other spheres of life.* But it is significant to mention here that Strabo underlined
that no private person is permitted to keep a horse or elephant. The possession of either is a
royal privilege, and there are men to take care of them.3! The strong interest of Indian kingship
in elephants and horses gives kings an incentive to put limit upon private capture, trade, and
ownership. The ownership of horses and elephants by the Mauryans as the policy of ambitious
state, centralizing in this way the means of warfare with spectacular success.

The Arthasastra reflects the battle formation or vyizha of an army in relation to elephants
(hastivyitha).® Armies encamping, marching to battle, and drawn up on the field must be
arranged in a certain order at each stage. An arrangement or array is called vyiiha. Elephants
have specific uses in war. The Arthasastra speaks about the karmani or tasks or functions
of elephants. The functions of war elephants are many. The most dramatic of them are the
breaking down of fortifications and sowing terror in enemy troops on the battleficld. There
are in addition more prosaic but highly valuable functions, such as making roadways for the
army, assisting in the crossing of rivers, and bearing the treasury. These functions take place in
the context of the army as a whole, and the vyiha or disposition of troops defines the place of
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war elephants in relation to the other. The Wihas figure prominently in the battlefield scenes
in the tenth book of the Arthasastra on war and kingship. On the march, the sea monster
(makara) is the order of choice when expecting an attack from the front;* the cart (Sakata)
when expecting an attack from the rear; the thunderbolt (vajra) if from the flanks; and ‘good-
all-sides” (sarvatobhadra) when from all sides. The sea monster is two triangles joined at the
apices, so presenting a wide base to attackers from the front; the cart is a wedge, presenting a
broad base to attackers from the rear; the thunderbolt comprises five staggered lines moving
forward and therefore, strong against a flank attack; and the name of the good-all-sides array
speaks for itself. Having chosen a suitable terrain for fighting,* the king should apportion his
troops.® The parts of the vyiha are the wings (paksa), flanks (kaksa) and centre (literally, the
chest, urasya), plus the reserve force (pratigraha). These parts are composed of units led by
chariots, elephants, or horse, each with a complement of protecting forces. Three men fight
in front of a horse, plus three footguards; fifteen in front and behind a chariot or an elephant,
and also five horses. The king can then make a chariot formation of three-by-three rows of
chariots in each of the two wings, two flanks, and the centre, or 45 chariots in all, plus 225
horses and 675 foot soldiers. This is an even formation; an uneven formation would have
different numbers in the wings, flanks, and centre. A smaller force should be held in reserve
to be inserted as needed. Similarly, a formation can be made of units led by elephants or
cavalry. The text then gives consideration to the placement of weaker and stronger troops in
the formation. The overall shape of the formation consists of the four primary vyizhas such
as staff (danda), snake (bhoga), circle (mandala) and non-compact (asamhata).® In the final
section of its tenth book the Arthasastra explains the choosing of a prati-vyiitha : attack a
cleaver with a buttresser; a buttresser with an irresistible; a falcon with a bow; a fixed with
a firmly fixed; victor with a conqueror; a pillar-ecared with a wide conqueror; a flying-about
with a good-all-sides; and all vyizhas with the invincible. Of foot, horse, cavalry, and elephant
forces; he should use each latter one to attack a former one; and a deficient unit with a super-
abundant one.*” From the four types, the many sub-types and the counter-types, it is evident
that the doctrine of the vyithas in the Arthasastra had reached a certain fullness and is by no
means in the first stage of development.

The Arthasastra provides the ethnography of war elephant management and deployment
of elephant for battle. To maintain war elephants, their trainers had to acquire very specialized
practical knowledge of many different aspects of elephants and their management. In order to
understand the place of war elephants, the Arthasastra accords to the war elephant important
place in the over-all structure of kingship. The Arthasastra describes in its very first book, the
person of the king, his security in his own palace and family, his training, daily routine, and
demeanor. Thereafter roughly half the remaining text addresses the internal administration of
the state in all its working parts, producing wealth, and maintaining good order. The portion of
the Arthasastra dealing with internal administration opens in Book 11 in terms of the economic
zones into which the territory is divided. This gives us what we might call ecology of the
state or economics of kingship. First came a pair of chapters dealing,® respectively, with the
settlement of the countryside into forming villages, and with the disposal of non-farming land
into pastures and forests of several kinds such as forests for wild animals (mrga-vana), forests
for raw materials (dravya-vana) and elephant forests (gaja-vana).*® The text refers how the
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elephant forest is to be established on the border of the state guarded by forest people (aravi).
The overseer of the elephant forest and the elephant forest guards are to protect it. They are
to kill anyone slaying an elephant; but someone bringing the ivory of an elephant that has
perished naturally should be given a reward in coined money.®° It is clear that the demand for
ivory is to be satisfied from elephants already dead, not from killing them and that killing them
for any reason elicits the ultimate punishment. The overseer of the elephant forest has a staff,
of which the text mentions guards of elephant forest, elephant keepers, foot chainers, border
guards, forest rangers, and attendants. Those disguising their scent with the urine and dung
of elephants and concealing themselves with the branches of trees, should move with five or
seven female elephant decoys to “find out the size of the elephant herds, by means of signs
provided by sleeping places, footprints, dung and damage caused to riverbanks,” and “keep a
written record of elephants — those moving in herds, those moving alone, those driven from
a herd, and the leaders of herds, as well as those that are dangerous, in musth, the youngster,
and those released from captivity.” They should capture elephants deemed excellent in the
judgement of elephant trainers.** This vivid picture has several features deserving mention:
active protection of elephants and harsh punishment of poachers, the keeping of an ongoing
census of elephants in the forest of different classifications and the use of forest people for the
work. The text suggests that the elephant trainer and physician are settled there by grant of
the king.*? They are not forest people, and live in villages, but they supervise and direct forest
people who live where they work.

Elephants are to be captured during the hot season, which is when they are more
concentrated near the remaining sources of water and can be more easily seen because the
deciduous trees have dropped most of their leaves. Twenty years is the ideal age for capture,
and young animals, tuskless males (makhnas), diseased elephants, and females with young
or sucking a baby are not to be captured.®® This is a very important statement for it tells that
capture is aimed at those most difficult to capture : large adults. The demographic profile of
the king’s elephants implied by this passage is very different from that of all other kinds of
elephant in use, such as in timber operations, zoos, and circuses, in all of which the bias is
toward females and the practice is to capture younger animals. The Arthasastra speaks of eight
regional elephant forest as a basis for a division into three classes of quality. In quality and
probably in quantity too, elephants are unevenly distributed across India because of the uneven
distribution of their habitat, and kings disadvantaged by this factor are recommended to resort
to other means, for acquiring them. It is in this connection that the Arthasdastra underlines the
comparative advantages of the Himalayan trade route and southern route. The first supplies
horses and elephants among other things; the second is better, supplying elephants and a
greater abundance of precious goods.* We must not suppose this was a free, price-making
market. Kings were the main purchasers of horses and elephants; private ownership of either
was restricted and in the case of the Mauryas there was a royal monopoly, which was simply
the limiting condition of a constant tendency of Indian kingship to treat horses and elephants
as crucial military assets.

Elephants were also acquired in various kinds of king-to-king transactions. The Arthasdastra
does not give us a summary statement of the modes of acquisition. But it does give such
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a summary statement in respect of horses, so it will be useful at this point concerning the
complementary distribution of horses and elephant in India, and the king’s problems with
securing their supply. The overseer of horses, the Arthasastra tells us, should make a written
record of the total number of horses, and the ways in which they have been acquired, of
which the passage distinguishes seven: gift, purchase, taken in war, born in the bed, received
in return for help (from an ally), pledged in a treaty, and borrowed for a limited time (again,
from an ally). He is to record their pedigree, age, colour, marks, class, and source, and report
those defective, crippled, or sick.”® Thus horses circulated among kings in many ways that
would also have pertained to elephants. Trade is only one of the modes of acquisition, but a
crucial one as the best horses came from beyond India. According to the Arthasastra, “the best
come from Kamboja (the northwest), Sindhu (Sind, the lower Indus valley), Aratta (in Punjab)
and Vanayu (Iran), the middling from Bahlika (Balkh or Bactria) in northern Afghanistan),
Papeya, Souvira and Titala; the rest are inferior.*® No doubt one of the enduring features of the
history of kingship in India is that the horses are both scarce and essential.*” The western and
northern regions were privileged over the eastern and southern ones in respect of horses, and
this greatly affected inter-state relations. But the king in the Arthasastra could also acquire
horses through gift, war, an allay for help rendered, by treaty, and by borrowing (from an ally).
Thus horses are assets of great interest to kings, and their circulation is governed largely by
king-to-king interaction. They may also be bred in the stables, but superiority of horses from
the west and the north was never overtaken by country-bred horses.

The case of elephants is entirely different. Elephants being indigenous, the king were
advised to establish elephant forest (gaja-van), distinct from the material forest (dravya-vana)
and acquire them in wild. Apparently the abundance of elephants in the wild was such that any
given state may have them in its territory. Elephants were captured wild, tamed and trained
for work and war, but they were not domesticated from birth. The main reason for this mode
of acquisition is purely economic. Elephants are prodigious eaters and do not reach the age at
which they can be used for human purposes until twenty years, so it is far cheaper to capture
them as adults rather than rear them from birth and feed them in stables. Elephants too come
in different grades of quality as do all the items in the inventory of the state. Like horses,
different breeds are identified with different regions of origin in the Arthasastra: “Elephants
from the Kalifigas and the Angara are best. Those from the east, Cedi and Kartisa, from the
Dasarnas and Aparantas are considered middling. Those from Surastra and Paficanada are said
to be worst. The courage, speed, and energy of all are increased with training.”* The quality
of clephants declines from cast to west, best coming from Orissa (Kalifiga), the poorest from
Punjab (Paficanada) — where they are longer found. The geographical horizon of this passage
is of the northern parts of India, but another passage suggests that elephants were acquired by
trade both from the Himalayas in the north and from the south.* The primacy of elephants in
warfare is underlined : “Aking’s victory is led by elephants, for elephants, with their enormous
bodies and lethal onslaught, can crush an enemy’s troops, battle arrays, forts, and military
camp.” Thus, the Arthasastra mentions victory (in battle) for a king depends principally on
elephants. For, elephants, being possessed of very big-sized bodies and being capable of life-
destroying activities, pound the troops, battle-arrays, fortresses and camp of enemies. In fact,
kings are drawn to elephants because of their size, which is useful to kings as a signifier of the

Dr. Krishna Kumar Mandal 9



Journal of Indian Research Vol.4, No.1-4, January-December, 2016

superlative character of kingship.

More manageable, though no less costly, was the problem of acquiring elephants. But on
the whole, India was self-sufficient in elephants and it was net exporter of those animals to
other countries. Under the Mauryas, elephants were dispatched to the Greek kings of Syria, the
Seleucids.®. Seleucus concluded a treaty with Chandragupta by which he ceded the greater part
of what is known as Afghanistan and the Indus valley to the latter and received 500 elephants
in return. This shows the high value that was placed on elephants and their importance in
diplomacy. From then on, the Mauryans were a source of elephants for the Seleucids. It is
notable that this was a king-to-king transaction, not a market exchange. The Greek kings
of Syria (the Seleucids) and Egypt (the Ptolemies), who were rivals, sent emissaries to the
Mauryas, no doubt seeking elephants for the wars between them. The account that survives of
Megasthenes’ embassy under Seleucus shows a great interest in Indian techniques of capture
and training elephants. This elephant-trade at the level of king-to-king relations also included
the men who possessed skills to be elephant drivers because the Greek word for an Indian
(Indios) acquired the specialized meaning of elephant-driver. Subsequently, the Ptolemies
and the Carthaginians used Indian techniques to capture and train African elephants, and the
Carthaginians under Hannibal took a body of elephants (38 in number) across the Alps to
attack Rome during the Second Punic War. The failure of that venture largely brought an
end to elephant warfare in the west. The Romans used military elephants, but were too far
removed from the source of Asian elephants to continue for long. During the fourth and the
third centuries BCE there had been to the west of India a kind of arms race brought about by
the Greeks involving Indian war-elephants. The use of war elephants was also adopted by the
Indianized states of South-east Asia, as a part of the Indian model of kingship.

Like Kautilya, Megasthenes® Indica® provides a fair description about elephants.
Megasthenes mentions warriors as the second largest caste, second only to farmers, and
gives the size of Chandragupta’s camp as 400,000 warriors. Taken together, we infer a large
treasury and a vigorous system of taxation. It is entirely possible that elements of the Mauryan
system were started by the Nandas but the latter enlarged the scope of taxation and their
wealth to fantastic proportions. Megasthenes’ testimony indicates that the Mauryan army
was on paid system rather than a landed warrior class. The centralization and enlargement of
army power were a larger part of Chandragupta’s advantage in the expansion of his empire.
Megasthenes depicts the administration as having three main parts: country, city and military
administration, each directed by a board of five, and each with six functional divisions. The
country / city distinction of civil administration corresponds well with what is found in Indian
texts, administering the country having to do mainly with taxing peasant and herders and
other rural producers, the city having to do with the regulation and taxation of markets, among
other tasks. The military administration is divided among the parts of the fourfold army plus
divisions devoted to boats and oxen for the supply of the army. It is in this context that all
important royal monopoly of arms, horses and elephants is expounded. This rounds out the
picture of the remarkable Mauryan military system : disarmed peasant class whose function
is to generate the bulk of taxation which pays for the army. This system must have been the
main driving force for Mauryan expansion, and its unprecedented success would, in turn, have
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provoked emulation by kings who saw it. And that would in turn have worked as a powerful
engine for the spread of the war elephant and the fourfold army. The unprecedented features
of the Mauryan military force that make its success in encompassing most of India intelligible
was the appropriate utilization of war elephant.

Megasthenes gives a detailed method of capturing adult elephants. Basically, the method
is to use docile female elephants as bait, which shows that the aim was to capture large male
tuskers suitable for battle, and not only to obtain elephants for work and to ride on. The method
is to dig a large circular moat with a single wooden bridge, putting the female elephants within
the moat. The wild elephants are not driven in during daytime; they find their own way at
night, drawn by the smell of the females. They go round the moat till they find the bridge and
cross into the enclosure. Elephants that are too young or too old or diseased are released. The
emphasis upon the capture of adult males is consistent with what the Arrhasdstra prescribes and
implies the same demographic profile of the royal herd of captive elephants — the dominance
of adult males. Megasthenes describes the taming of newly captured elephants in some detail.
They are allowed to become hungry and thirsty; their feet are hobbled by brave skilled hunters;
they are beaten by tame elephants till they fall over; a leather rope is put around the neck, and
the skin of the neck cut with a knife so that they feel the noose when it is pulled. That is the
stick; the carrot follows, consisting of singing with cymbals and drums to lull them to sleep,
among other things.5® In this way the unprecedented success of the Mauryan expansion would
have been a powerful advertisement to other kings for adopting the war elephants and the
fourfold army.

The Arthasastra reflects the relationship between elephants and state by shedding light
on hathisar as a state-sponsored institution employing subaltern experts. The Arthasastra
gives directions for making of stables, their staffing and provisioning of fodders. A chapter is
devoted to the overseer of elephants, who is in charge of the guiding of elephants, forest and
looking after stables, fodder for elephants of different classes, their work, harnesses, and other
accoutrements, and the staff>: “He should have a stable constructed, a stable whose height,
width and length are twice the length of an elephant; that has additional stalls for female
elephants, an entrance hall, and ‘princes’ configuration and that faces the east or the north.
He should have each stall constructed square in shape with each side that of the length of an
elephant, a stall that is equipped with a smooth tying post and a floor made of smooth planks,
and that has an outlet for urine and excrement. He should have a place for lying down that is
the same in size as a stall but half as high prepared, within the fort for military and transport
elephants, and outside the fort for elephants under training and for various elephants. Within the
eight-fold division of a day, the first and the seventh are the times for bathing, and immediately
thereafter for feeding. The time for exercise is the forenoon, and the time for the stimulating
drink is afternoon. Two parts of the night are for sleeping, while a third part is for lying down
and getting up.” The overseer of elephants appears to supervise capture operations, the criteria
of which have already been described, although the overseer of the elephant forest also seems
to have a role. Stabled animals need to have food brought to them because they are working
animals; the energy expended has to be made up by fodder raised by peasants. The most
natural part of the ration, which for elephant is grass and browse, is brought by grass cutters
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and leaf cutters attached to the stable. In the routines of the granary, it is said out that the best
of the milled $ali rice is to go to humans, the inferior part to animals. The amount of detail the
Arthasastra provides is surprising.® The underlying principle is that the smaller the amount
of rice obtained from milling a unit of paddy the higher the quality, as it is more thoroughly
cleaned of the bran. Thus the lowest quality is 12 adhakas rice milled from 5 dronas of sali
paddy, which is only suitable for a young elephant (kalabha), with higher qualities giving us
a hierarchy of beings such as 12 for a young elephant, 11 for vicious elephants (vyitha), 10 for
riding elephants, 9 for war elephants, 7 for chiefs, 6 for queens and princes and 5 for the king.
Broken grains and bran are for the lowest-ranked humans and lesser humans. The Arthasastra
tells that the overseer of granary and those who draw on it have to know the rations for animals
of different kinds.*® In case of elephant, the model food ration is given per cubit (aratmi) of
animal’s height, so that the calculation is one of simple multiplication and ration has three
structural parts : cultivated and processed food; the ‘invigorating drink” or pratipanam as a
restorative; and the basic natural food of grass or browse.” To begin with, there is a core ration
consisting of grains or beans, oil or fat, salt, meat, and yoghurt or juice for moistening the
lumps. The most important of these and the largest in quality is the grain ration, which is the
most variable: for bullocks, oil-cakes or broken grains and bran; for horses, rice or priyangu,
or beans (mudga or masa), half cooked; for elephants rice grains. Next the text also makes
provision for an “invigorating drink (pratipanam) which, for bullocks, consists of milk or
liquor (sura) plus fat, sugar, and ginger; for horses and elephants, liquor and sugar, processed
foods providing high energy”. Then it gives an allowance of oil for nose of the bullock, fat for
the nose of the horse, or oil for limbs and head of the elephant. All of this would have been
supplied from granary. Finally, the animals are given large quantities of more natural food :
green fodder (yavasa) for bullocks and horses, grass and “leaves of plants” or browse (without
limit) for elephants, likely supplied by grass-and-leaf cutters attached to the stables.*® It is
significant to note here that the Arthasastra prescribes meat (mamsa) for all three of these
herbivorous animals. It might be possible that meat in the Arthasastra’s ration for bullocks,
horses, and elephants was intended for their restorative, strengthening power.*

The Arthasastra provides a fairly detailed description of staff under the overseer
(nagavanadhyaksa) such as forest people (afavi), guard (nagavanapdla), elephant keeper
(hastipaka), foot chainer (padapasika), border guard (saimika), forest ranger (vanacaraka)
and attendant (parikarmika).®® In connection with the stables and the overseer of elephant
(hastyadhyaksa), the Arthasastra underlines some occupational specialists like physician
(cikitsaka), trainer (anikastha), rider (arohaka), driver (adhorana), guard (hastipa), decorator
(upacarika), cook (vidhapdcaka), fodder giver (yavasika), foot chainer (padapasika), stall
guard (kufiraksa) and night attendant (upasayika).5* This is a fairly complex division of labour,
implying alarge commitment of the state’s resource to maintain themand an internal hierarchy to
co-ordinate efforts. The relation between the elephants and human trainers manifest the overall
structure of the state, as reflected in the pattern of salaries delineated in the Arthasastra.5 This
gives us a hierarchy in which elephant staff of various kinds are positioned. The text mentions
8,000 panas for heads of banded troops, commandants of elephant, horse, and chariots corps,
and magistrates; 4,000 panas for overseers of infantry, cavalry, chariots and elephant corps,
and wardens of materials and elephant forests; 2,000 panas for charioteers, elephants trainers,

12



Journal of Indian Research Vol.4, No.1-4, January-December, 2016

physicians, horse trainers, and carpenters, and the breeders of animals; 1,000 panas for diviners,
soothsayers, astrologers, chroniclers, bards and panegyrists; assistants to the chaplain and all
overseers; 500 panas for foot soldiers trained in the fighting arts and accountants, scribes and
the like; 250 panas for musicians and the makers of musical instruments; 120 panas for artisans
and craftsmen and 60 panas for servants, helpers, attendants etc. This pay scheme suggests
that military personnel are highly ranked, and so is the upper level of the elephant staff. The
highest paid in this list are commandants in battle of the four limbs of the fourfold army; next
to them, at half pay, are overseers of four limbs, along with the warden of the elephant forests.
The next lower step is occupied by the elephant trainer, physician, and horse trainer, the three
ranks for whom the king is to give land in the village® — an important sign of distinction. It is
noticeable that the elephant trainer ranks much higher that the mahouts and other staff who are
at the lowest pay level, several steps below. The expertise of the trainer seems to be considered
superior, and the Arthasastra singles him out as the one whose knowledge of the qualities of
individual elephant is to govern the process of capture. On the whole the upper grades of the
elephant staff are very well compensated.

The theoretical construct of kingship delineated in the Arthasastra was followed by
successor texts such as the Nitisastra of Kamandaka,% Yasastiloka of Somadeva Suri, the
Manasollasa of king Somesvara 11l Calukya and Hariharacaturanga of Godavaramisra,
minister to Prataparudradeva of the Gajapati kings of Orissa.® Franklin Edgerton’s analysis
and translation of Mdatangalilad shows that elephant lore has a long antiquity as depicted in the
Arthasastra. In his view the specialized treatises on elephant lore come after the Arthasastra,
being new formations in the developing literature of the conduct of the state.®® This appears
very plausible. However, the Arthasastra does not speak of an elephant science nor does
it attribute elephant lore to holy personages of the deep past, yet there are some published
specialized Sanskrit treatises on elephant lore such as the Gajasastra (Elephant science)
of Palkapya, the Gajasiksa (Elephant training) of Narada, the Matangalila (the Play of
Elephants) of Nilakantha and the Hastyayurveda (Elephant Life Science) of Palkapya.®” This
is suggestive of appropriation of practical knowledge of elephants by the literati from the staff
of the king’s elephants establishment and turning into the kind of knowledge over which the
literati have authority. The specialized treatises show a tendency towards the reinterpretation
and theoretical elaboration of practical knowledge. Thus the Arthasastra sets a trend.

CONCLUSION

The preceding discussion makes clear that taxation system and standing army are two
important sources of kingship. This interconnection is stressed by Kautilya. The Arthasastra
enumerates seven elements (saptanga) suggesting thereby danda as an important element.
This element consists of soldiers comprising infantry, chariots, elephants and cavalry. Clearly
establishes that elephant got deeply embedded in Indian kingship. The long history of war
elephants can be delineated. The Indus civilisation is the likely precursor of the invention of
the war elephant in the later Vedic period but the problem is that the Indus script has not yet
been deciphered, therefore we do not have information on either the king-elephant relation or
a clear understanding of Indus political organisation. Despite this fact, the existing evidence
suggests that Indus people were familiar with elephants. It is significant to note that the
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Rgvedic people were not familiar with elephants. The Rgveda refers to mrgahastin indicating
thereby the elephant was novelty to the Rgvedic people having no words of their own. The
nature of lineage society was not conducive for a new political formation. Elephant comes to
be deeply embedded in Indian kingship in the later Vedic period c. 1000-500 BCE by the end
of which the new culture of war had become universal in North India. By c. 500 BCE the new
material and social situation led to the rapid development of such state organs as army and
taxation system. No doubt possession of elephant gave an edge to the Magadhan monarchy.
The invention of war elephant was in all likelihood an invention of kingship. With the success
of saptanga theory in the Arthasastra, the concept of state or well defined kingship emerged.
The Arthasastra reflects the relationship between kingship, clephant, forests, and forest
people leading to the invention of war elephant. The ownership of horses and the elephants
by the Mauryans as the policy of state centralised in this way the means of warfare with
spectacular success. The Arthasastra provides the ethnography of war-elephant management
and deployment for battle in the over-all structure of kingship. The Arthasastra underlines that
victory (in battle) for a king depends primarily on elephants. For, elephants, being possessed of
very big-sized bodies and being capable of life-destroying activities, pound the troops, battle-
arrays, fortresses and camp of enemies. In fact, kings are drawn to elephants because of their
size, which is useful to kings as a signifier of the superlative character of kingship.
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